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EDITOR'S NOTES

You know, some things just don't go the way
you plan them. Right now, I'm supposed to be in
Boston, attending Emerson College, and Kevin
Kearney is supposed to be the editor of this publi
cation. But, due to a set of too unusual circum
stances, Kevin is no longer editor and I am back at
my old job. Is this good or bad? Well, as they say,
only time (and the next three issues) will tell.
As usual, there is something I'd like to talk
about. We've recently been criticized for the lack
of artwork appearing in Nexus over the past year.
Well, there are two factors contributing to our
decisions about what to include.
One, we've been in a budget crisis for over a
year, and we have to cut costs whenever we can.
And publishing artwork costs more than printing
pages full of copy. (For example, to reproduce a
photograph, the halftone process costs about $20.
So, if we published ten more photographs per
issue, that's a quick $200. And if you have a
painting or drawing, the cost increases because a
slide or a print of the work must be made first,
from which a halftone can be made. And let's not
even talk about the four-color process.)

So, in these tough times, some things have to
be sacrificed.
Two, although we do what we can to find
artwork, we just don't get very many works
submitted to us. And we can't print it if you don't
submit it. That's why there's not much artwork in
this issue-we simply didn't get very much. Luckily
for this issue, we could draw from favorites like
Scott Cooper and Dave Hwang, who always
deliver high-quality work. But it's not entirely up
to us. We'll look at anything you have, but we
rely on you to bring it to us.
However, in response to these criticisms, we
have expanded our annual contest to include
artwork. Hopefully, this will encourage you to
submit your work. We were very pleased with
the response to last year's contest for fiction and
poetry, and we hope for a repeat performance.
Some details for the contest are listed below, and
we'll make a more detailed announcement later in
the quarter.
The deadline for regular submissions to the
next issue is February 19, 1993. Let us see what
you've got. Peace.
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Laura Albrecht
Rats come first, fast,

More than needled
Teeth, scaled tails.
Their bodies pack
Tightly, a convulsing
Wall, a gray furred wave.
Pink feet pads skid
Across street cement,
Across kelly green
Front lawns, paddle
Through the baby blue
Of swimming pool water,
Slide against scrubbed
Linoleum, polished oak.
Rats come first, fast,
Moving in muscled clumps,
Thinking in one tight
Knot, a tangle of many
Skittering minds, while
Their jaws grind brick
And paneled walls to paste.
Their mica eyes swallow
Up burning light bulbs,
TV screens, radio dials.
Their stomachs bubble
Full with perfume, mineral
Water, bleach, bubble bath.
Their snouts gleam, exposed
Pink with bloodied flecks
And bent back whiskers.
Rats come first, fast,
Dyeing the air darker
With their scattered noise,
Their pinched squeaks
And the sounds of their
Feet scrabbling, grabbing
Hold, their teeth pulling
Hard and tearing away.
Everything else follows.
I.Aura Albrecht's poetry has previously appeared in Nexus
and she won second prize in the 1992 Nexus Literary
Contest. She currently lives in New Lebanon, Ohio.
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IRT TRAIN ON
COCCX)N

8/28/91 AT 12:02 A.M.

Laura Albrecht

Bennett Capers

She grows fur
To keep her warm
Through summer,
Long fine strands
That sprout,
Shine as if
They're always wet,
As dark as her
Pupils, growing fast
Against her skin.
They grow thick
Enough to block out
Sunlight, to repel
Thunderstorm rain.
They grow longer,
Intertwining to weave
A blanket, supple,
Following the bend
Of her elbow, her
Neck, the flutter
Of her eyelids, fingers,
The quick movement of
Breath in her chest.
They wind around,
Overlapping, knotting
To a wall she carries.
When ice comes down,
Winter gray with teeth,
When sleet falls,
She doesn't feel it.
Bound tightly inside
Her blackness, even
Air can't reach her now.
Still the fur spins
Itself, thicker, another
Layer, wrapping her
Legs, her face, her eyes.
When the next full
Moon blooms, she can't
See it, her sight
Blocked hot by
A black fabric that
Expands, protects,
That she can't stop.
6

"Hush, child. What you wanna cry for? We're
almost there." Do not lean on door. Please. No
smoking. "Hush, child." No littering. No loud
music playing. Call us when you're ready to give
up your pipe dreams. "I can't mention names, but
two firms lost millions due to Salomon Brothers'
manipulation of the market." "Paul Mozer did
okay. $10 mil in salary over the last three years."
"Don't come by my job looking like that again."
"Looking like what?" "Like that." Man to Man.
"Do you know how to spell BANKRUPT?" "All
that black power nonsense you got on. Power to
the Black Man t-shirt. That red and black
headband. Don't come to my job again like that."
Kids: Angry? Hurt? In trouble? Scared? Call toll
free anytime. Boys Town National Hotline 1-800448-3000. "That proves the hypothesis that-"
Emergency Brake. "My therapist says I'm
denying." "Quando sei in zona, vieni a mangiare."
"What I obsess about, dream about, and crave are
Jackson Hole hamburgers." Talk is cheap, and
we'd like to keep it that way. Call 1-900-Telerap.
"He's feeling okay lately." "This weekend seems
like it's going to be shot." "I was going to AA for
seniors." "If I hear the name Spike Lee again I'm
going to scream." "Spike Lee. Spike Lee. Spike
Lee." "Are we still going to the Cape this
weekend?" "If Bush gives in to the Jews on this
aid to Israel thing-" Si ho va a hacer hagalo bien.
Life shouldn't be a constant pain in the butt. Call
1-800-Dr. Tusch. "You don't like me." "I love you.
Isn't that enough?" Depression is treatable.
Evacuation Instructions. "Don't look now but
guess what just got on the train. Those two men.
They were holding hands just a second ago. I said
don't look." Unbutton my fly. "What the fuck is
taking this train so long?" "Communism over
after 71 years. I still find it difficult to-" Do Not
Lean on Door. "Can't you see I'm trying to make
something of myself, even if you're not." Do Not
Lean on Door. "They're showing another
Tarkovsky film at Film Forum this month." Su

bebe puedo ganar mucho si usted va al medico cuando
esta embarazada. "I just love your blue contact

lenses." "Everybody at work asking me why
blacks boycotting a Korean deli, why blacks
rioting the Jews in Crown Heights. And then you
show up in your militant Let's Kill Whitey gear."
Listen for instructions from crew. "I think you're
a terrific actor." "What, would you like it better if
I dressed like those two? Cut off jeans and combat
boots and an earring?" Do not pull on emergency
brake. "I was only joking, Patrick. You don't have
to get so bitter about it." "Don't you understand?
I'm dying. Dying. I'm entitled to be bitter." "Just
don't think about it." "Is that the secret to making
it go away? Not thinking about it?" Remain inside
train. "You really are stupid, aren't you?" "Come
on, baby. Tell me what's wrong." "I'm telling you
what's wrong. I'm trying to make something of
myself. Can't you see that I'm tired of having to
step over Crack Annie every day just to get up
my front steps?"
New York Lotto. "Our neighborhood isn't that
bad." Subway tracks are dangerous. Do Not Lean
on Door. "It's bad enough. Did you look for a job
today? You were in Crown Heights, I bet.
Marching with everybody else just 'cause a
Hasidic man accidentally ran over a little boy."
"He's at his local mime rehearsal." Exit only
when directed. "You can tell me. I hate men, too."
"If today were a fish I'd throw it back." "Baby,
you know it's not about the little boy. It's about
systematic economic deprivation." Street News.
"It was an accident." "Let's face it. Without those
blue contact lenses, you're about as nondescript
as they come." "You're not listening to me, baby.
It's not about the boy." New York Lotto. "Did you
go to the Biennial at the Whitney? I just don't see
what people see in David Salle." "Excuse me,
ladies and gentlemen. Not meaning to be
disrespectful, I'm homeless, I'm hungry, and I
have no money. I have three children who are
hungry. I do not do drugs or rob or steal."
American Craft Museum. "We shouldn't laugh.
Any day now I could be singing 'La da di, la di
da."' Sea un jugador, noun espectador. "Hush,
child."
7
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I'd buy some rainforest and do nothing with it.
New York Lotto. "What a schmuck!" All it takes
is a dollar and a dream. "Instead of looking for a
job, you're out there following Al Sharpton
around, and then have the nerve to show up at
my job dressed Jike that." There are fare breakers
who are known criminals. When we stop them at
the gate, we stop a more serious crime before it
happens. The Subway. We're Coming Back. So
You Come Back. "I have been looking for a job.
Just not today. It's hard." "Dressed like that I'm
not surprised." "Tie your shoes. Tie your shoes
right now." "Come on, baby. What's really
bothering you?" No loud music playing. Do not
lean on door. "What's bothering me? You don't
get it, do you? I'm trying to make something of
myself, and you show up at my job like that. They
don't want any militant black woman as a
secretary." Silence= Death. "Of course you can
moan." Hot 97 FM. Set your sights on Ballantine
Ale. "Change? Change? Please, can you spare any
change?" With a Jennifer Sofabed, there's always
a place to stay. "Okay. No more jokes. But tell me
what's wrong." "I just told you." "No. I mean
what's really wrong." "You want to know what's
wrong? I'm fucking sick of you asking me what's
wrong. That's what's wrong." Riding between
cars prohibited. Keep door closed. "At night a

single red neon drop falls from the cup and is
sucked back again, over and over."
"Don't 'my, my, my' nothing." "I forgot to go
to Duane Reade and buy my stocking." Pregnant?
We can help. "Does this train go to Columbia
University?" Newport Menthols. "I'm serious. I
don't know how much longer I can take this." For
a good time, call Anita Hill (501) 777-9311. "I
won't go to Crown Heights tomorrow. I'll look
for a job." Has Owing Money Become a Bad
Habit? "I can't believe that heifer said that about
me." Call Budget and Credit Counseling Services,
Inc. "I'm at my wits' end. I'm trying to make
something of myself. I'm trying to get
somewhere. It's hard pulling you along too." Do
Not Lean on Door. Please. "Her ass was like this,
man. Out to here. I jumped on that shit." No
Smoking. No Littering. "I'll look for a job." ''You
promise?" "I promise. I'll put on a suit. I'll talk
the way they want me to talk. I'll walk the way
they want me to walk. Is that all I have to do?"
"That's it. Just do that and you'll have no trouble
getting a job. I know it." "That's all I have to do?"
Sea un jugador, no un espectador. New Marlboro
Medium. Hemorrhoids. Laser Treatment
Available. "Peace up." $Do You need Money$
"That's all I have to do?" All It Takes Is a Dollar
and a Dream. "Hush, child. We're almost there."

Bennett Capers' fiction has appeared in the
Poughkeepsie Review, the Allegheny Review,
the South Carolina Review, and Rolling Stock.
He currently lives in New York City.
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SUPPOSE A
ROCK SHOULD SNEEZE

Gerald A. Steeman
There was a man
who ran into the street
with no clothes on and he howled
and he whirled his arms
at unseen beasties.
He howled and whirled
until his insane body
toppled to the pavement.
And all the storekeepers
and shoppers and children
gathered around him.
And one of them said,
"He is a handkerchief,
let us wipe our noses."

Gerald A. Steeman is currently a graduate teaching
assistant in English at Radford University in Virginia.
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CHRISTMAS DAY TOP OF MAIN STREET

2:30 P.M. l2°F

Scott Cooper
CHRISTMAS EVE 4TH

& MAIN 10 P.M. -15°F

Scott Cooper

Scott Cooper's work has previously a-ppeared in
Nexus. These three photos are from a series he
calls "Where I'm from, Why I am the way I am."
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MY FRONTIER
Diane Reed

CHRISTMAS MORNING USING

Scott Cooper
12

MY NEW GUN 10 A.M. 0°F

When I was a little girl, the "territory" of my
entire world lay on a segment involving about
one square mile of the rolling foothills preceding
the Santa Cruz mountains in California. My
southern boundary was a nearby creek where
black-tailed deer came to water, hidden among
the few thriving deciduous trees and tall grasses
that sprang up in the shady hollow of a hillside.
To the north was an apricot orchard where I and
my sisters climbed trees, threw rotting apricots at
each other, and engaged in imaginary
swordfights in the cool shadows of our mystical
woods. On the southern border was a row of
towering blue gum eucalyptus trees, descendants
of those brought from Australia to create railroad
ties for western expansion. Because they grow
quickly, it was assumed that they'd be an ideal
resource for wood. Unfortunately, the trunks
twist as they rise heavenward, and when cut and
placed on the ground alongside tracks, the wood
continues to warp, making it unsuitable for the
progress of transportation. I didn't know any of
this then. What I did know was that they were
huge and foreboding, and just about the time I
could smell their unique fragrance, I knew I was
probably wandering too far from home.
To the west I could see the skyline of the Santa
Cruz mountains looming above the tops of trees.
Beyond them lie the Pacific Ocean, whose
position I wasn't aware of. Somehow, my family
was magically transported to the beach by a
Chrysler and a tiny Aristocrat trailer on a tight
twisting road that I did not associate with cutting
through these mountains. Yet I knew that the
coyotes calling at night lived somewhere on those
gray-blue ascents. I could hear them as I lay in my
bed, and I would remember the tales I'd heard of
wild boar packs that roamed up there too. One
man my father knew told me that he had even
spotted a cougar while riding his horse on the top
of the ridge. Sometimes, if I lay really quietly
beneath my covers, I imagined that I could hear
the raspy scowl of the mountain cats. Often I did
hear the far away echo of a train going by. It
never occurred to me to ask where it was. I just

assumed it traveled on clouds hovering over the
earth to the south of my family home.
Our California-style ranch house was nestled
in Los Altos Hills, Spanish for "the high" hills,
and it was built there not long after World War II.
My father chose this location because land there
was cheap. The hills were considered the
"boonies" since they were too far from towns or
medical care to suit most folks. Our only
neighbors at that time were the hills, a few
orchards, and a horse ranch or two. Fairly soon,
my father planted junipers, birches, oleander
bushes, lemon trees, and black walnut trees. Of
course, I didn't perceive that these plant species
were all imports from Europe and elsewhere,
thriving only under man's determined care. To
me, they were the "natural" guardians of our
dwelling, draping their large, protective bows
over our yard and fences. They were as alive in
my mind as the jackrabbits that scurried by when
I made a too sudden movement, and I awarded
each with distinct characteristics. The oleanders
were pretty but vain, and possibly poisonous; the
junipers were stately; the eucalyptus were
imperial; and the black walnut and lemon trees
were a bit too extroverted. The birch tree was the
most sublime and benevolent because it stood in
the middle of our yard and sheltered me with its
graceful leaves and branches from the hot
afternoon sun. Its trunk was white and gleamed
brightly in daylight, especially if I poured water
on it.
The boundaries of my Ii ttle world were
radically changed one day when my father
brought home an enormous creature-a horse. I'll
never forget seeing her the first time when, from
what seemed to be out of nowhere, my father lead
her into our yard. Her expansive size dominated
the entire small, well-cropped lawn. She ate
greedily, and I could see her ribs protruding from
her dark red hide while my father explained to
my mother that he'd gotten her for only $100, with
the saddle. Obviously she was in neglected
condition, and the owner had been happy to get
rid of her. My father told me her name was
13
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Cheval and that she had been a racehorse not
long ago. Being a Thoroughbred designed for
swiftness, she was the product of many centuries
of careful breeding both in the Middle East and
Europe, of which I had no idea. What was plain to
me was that she was beautiful and somehow
foreign and intimidating. As my father thrust her
halter rope into my hand, expecting me to handle
her, I sensed immediately that she was an alien
and powerful other, over whom I could not win
victory in my imagination like I did over the
make-believe conflicts in the apricot orchard. She
had a will of her own and would as soon step on
me to reach more succulent grass as pay any
attention to my feeble jerks on her lead.
I was terrified.
1hls was how I began to learn about the
frontier.
My father brought out an old western saddle
(circa 1910), the fashion of which was developed
by the Spaniards for their rancheros from
California and the Southwest to Mexico during
the 18th and 19th centuries. I didn't have an
inkling of the history behind this object, but I
knew instantly what everyone knows in America,
that this was the gear of cowboys. There was no
question about my getting on this young, sparsely
trained animal because I understood that I lived
in the Great American West, and this is what real
western folk do, no matter how much it scares
them. My father hoisted me up, showed me how
to steer the reins, and that was the end of my one
and only riding lesson. Never mind that the
French cavalry had been fine tuning the art of
riding and "dressage" for a century before
Napoleon. In America you just get on and
conquer. It's supposed to come naturally.
Fortunately, Cheval was fairly cooperative, as
long as she could munch on grass. I remember
that she had a long chestnut mane that hung
chaotically over her neck and eyes, like she was
formerly the inhabitant of some wild, primeval
place, and she smelled both of salt and a unique
fleshy, musky horse scent. Her whole body shook
as she rolled a hoof forward and leaned into more
lawn. I doubted that she felt my presence much,
for she continued walking where she pleased,
regardless of my intentions. My father built a
little shed for her in the back of our lot and taught
14
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me how to place the Navajo blanket, burr-free,
upon her back and cinch up the saddle, which
was always done with great difficulty. Thereafter,
I was on my own, and I was bitten, stepped on,
and bucked off with regularity until I began to
come to terms with this creature.
Somehow the doglike mount who stood at
attention and reared on command in the Lone
Ranger TV series was not the personality I
encountered in the very real Cheval. She was the
enemy of dominion and yet a beautiful idol to me
of all that was grace and nobility in horseflesh.
When she grew tired of my tugging and kicking,
she assaulted the earth with such force in her
crowhops that I inevitably hit the dirt. If she
wearied of a dull trail, she deftly pushed my leg
into the nearest tree trunk. Who was in control
was rarely in question-it was she, and any
adventure I wanted to undertake was brought
about by making definite concessions to her. I
was not to restrain her when she could find better
footing; I was not to ride her endlessly in the hot
sun with no break for shade; and I was to let her
have her "head" when she wanted to gallop, or I
would suffer the consequences. She appeared to
enjoy going out beyond her small corral, but it
was clear that she would dictate the nature of our
travels.
And travel we did. Adventure was the
prerogative--to expand the boundaries of former
experience. I haven't a clue why I wasn't content
to trot in circles around our domestic corral.
Something restless in me compelled me to seek
the unseen, despite the dangers of trying to
navigate Chev al and what might lay ahead of us
in the unknown. Ultimately, I knew, I had to
reach the top of those mountains. I say
mountains, when in fact they were only about
2,(X)() feet high, but they filled the entire horizon
of my childworld. There were no houses there, no
civilization; it was completely wilderness but for
a few deer and horse trails. Each weekend I
would approach Black Mountain, the closest, and
ride up the trail just a little bit further. Were it not
for the bravery of Chev al, I might never have
been bold enough to complete the quest. It was
she who could step blithely around the
rattlesnakes we encountered while I sat still and
upright, frozen in fear. She always pricked her
ears and heaved her chest forward, ready to climb
to the heights of her own curiosity.
One day, I finally summoned up the courage

and just let her go. I could feel her powerful
hindquarters drumming beneath me as I bent to
miss the blur of branches whipping by on the
overgrown, ungroomed trail. She galloped for a
dizzying eternity around cutbacks and up slopes,
maddened to see the top. I just hung on, closing
my eyes. At last, her body in a lather and her
nostrils flared, breathing heavily, she reached a
level thicket. She meandered through the dense
manzanita bushes until she reached a clearing. I
was surprised I'd lived through it, but here we
were, beyond the perimeters of my little house,
beyond the confines of nearby roads and trails,
beyond the known. We had ascended the
mountain, the limit of my entire worldview,
behind which the very sun set each night. I
looked out on the surprisingly rich meadow
encircled by Coastal Live Oaks and madrone trees
and saw an expanse of more mountains, just like
the one on which I stood. I could see it was one
long ridge as we traveled down to the other side
of the meadow to a gap in the trees. Then I saw
before me the sparkling Pacific Ocean.
On this afternoon of victory I felt like the
original Discoverer. The geography suddenly
made sense to me. I knew our glorious position
compared to the rest of the world-we had made
it farthest west. We had conquered the mountain
through self-determination and I felt like we were
on the tallest place on earth. As far as my eyes
could see, this was the lonely, untouched
paradise of the stories I'd heard, but for the
inconsequential cities which lie below us, looking
like just little dots rimming the San Francisco Bay.

1993

"" Cheval met an early death due to navicular
disease, an ailment brought on by the fierce
shock young racehorses take on their hooves
from pounding down backstretches before they
are fully grown. The exploitation of young
horses for profit makes this a common disease
in Thoroughbreds. Yet our most celebrated race
continues to be the Kentucky Derby-a race for
two-year-olds. Horses do not completely
mature until they are five.
"" California is in a complete ecological crisis, with
36 million people expected to live in the state by
the year 2000 in an environment that does not
have the water to support such demands. There
are, of course, no more cougars in the Santa
Cruz mountains, and there are rarely coyotes,
bobcats, or wild boar.
"" The problem with the legacy of Columbus and
his influence to forever discover and forge
westward, to search for and claim paradise is:

When you've destroyed Paradise, where else do you
go? What else is left? The remnants of a
despoiled and battered "frontier," forever
grieving.

25 Years Later
"" Herbert Hoover said to a graduating class of
Stanford MBAs in 1940, "Buy all the real estate
you can, and buy it on the San Francisco
Peninsula." The creation of the silicon chip
flooded the Santa Clara Valley with miners
zealous for computer "gold." Corporate towers
and temples were erected to the Techno Gods
and Los Altos Hills was bulldozed, paved over,
and deformed to make room for the multitude
of hotel-sized executive mansions for the high
priests of the nation's technological future.
* My father sold our womout home and scrappy
lot for a small fortune in the early 1980s. All of
the trees he planted are gone and where there
was a corral is now a pool and a landscaped
rock garden.

Diane Reed is a Wright State University
student and lives in Huber Heights, Ohio.
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SHOP LIFfING

Bethany L. Weaver

Jean-Marc Sens

We sat on the damp cement barely friends, but best friends,
thrown into an alternative atmosphere where we
learned about each other's desperate passions
Biking thru Europe
Visiting Jim Morrison's grave
Traveling to Utah
And past relationships.
You and your Long Island wealth and "The City" you miss.
Myself, feeling quite small from Ohio.
We were each other only in different shades of our life.
Hippie-flowered skirts
Long free-flowing hair
And make-up free.
That was you and the me I always wanted to be.

Bethany L. Weaver is a junior at Wright State
University, majoring in elementary education. Her
goal is to write books for children and young adults.
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At the salvage store
they've propped up tables
on bare cement,
each, a white box quick
with mauve, peach and yellow
dabbling a sea density
of clothes this morning.
Women come in
hoisting each item like a sail
high and brief
rippling them back into heaps.
Chemises and shirts
brisk in their hands.
-Here among the others
I saw you
imagine yourself
robe your nakedness
to the waist,
the palavers of desire-
youngly husbanded,
paint still fresh on the house,
and to find you
further in one of the rooms,
the all-space of your skin,
touch on touch still new,
I haul up the sail of my shirt
and the cool, falling dark
weaves the silhouette of your breasts.

Jean-Marc Sens currently lives in Hattiesburg, Mississippi.
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AT THE BAR

(FOR WILLIAM
CARLOS WILLIAMS)

HUSBAND WANTED

Craig Cotter

Peggy Lynn Kilgore

want the usual bub?

hey, don't get too friendly
i like the indifference in here.

DIDN'T ALL

Craig Cotter
sorts of trungs happen
last winter
during one of those
winter days
when it did not rain
as the sun set
as the hummingbirds hit up
their last flowers of
the evening?

I am just itching to tell you a story. It is a sad
story, but it has been doing laps in my brain cells
for so long I just have to let it run out here on the
page. I have a confession to make. I am a junkie. I
am addicted to love. More specifically, I am
addicted to the idea of marriage. You notice I said
"the idea of marriage," not marriage. I used to
think I could be married and stay married, but I
gave that notion up after husband number four.
But that is a story I will tell you at another time.
You see, every time I encounter a tall man
wearing a wool jacket with leather patches on the
elbows and salt and pepper sideburns on his face,
I think of only one word, matrimony. And I can
smell the comfortable but old leather reading
chairs in our quaint small study. And I can easily
visualize our sandstone slab cottage made from
rock hauled all the way from Homestead,
Tennessee by one of the rich college founders 160
years previously. It is a brisk ten minute walk
from the college where I am a teacher and he is a
librarian. The cottage has a white picket fence
with bright orange marigolds planted in front of
it and a tidy English rose garden in the backyard.
We often sit drinking iced mint tea in the warm
Virginia evening to relax from too many
obligatory, intellectual conversations with too
many dull, empty young minds.
Or maybe I'm working at Ohio Silver, in
Yellow Springs, selling jewelry when I spot a
lanky, weathered-looking guy sporting a big
Stetson hat, and the guy is dressed Western all the
way down to his five-hundred-dollar Tony Lama
boots. Mentally, I also envision a chunky gold
nugget wedding band on his left hand with a
much more dainty one on my hand to match.
(Naturally I wouldn't want the wedding band to
detract from the one carat diamond that is also
staked out on my finger.) The .hot Utah sun glints
off his ring every time he raises his hand to push
back his cowboy hat.

Perhaps I am downtown doing a little
shopping when a slim man in a dark suit walks
by. As he comes close to me the wind just
happens to blow open his immaculately pressed
jacket to reveal thin leather suspenders and a gold
watch chain gently sloping across his trim 55year-old midriff. Oh my, sometimes I even trip on
the perfectly flat sidewalk just thinking about him
sleeping a contented and satisfied sleep in our
bed every night. I can also imagine him walking
out the door on his way to the office each
morning carrying his Gucci briefcase with the
gold trim that exactly matches his sleek gold
wedding band. I see myself standing demurely at
the doorway waving goodbye. I am mentally
planning my outfit to coordinate with the colors
in the table decorations I will personally arrange
for that evening's dinner with the company VP. I
wave until I see our forest green Mercedes'
taillights disappear around the comer.
I often pile my dog into my Isuzu truck to go
for long rides into the Ohio countryside.
Sometimes I drive by construction areas in the
springtime when all small roads seem to include
at least one detour sign. A stocky, freckled, red
headed man will be holding a "Stop" sign in his
hand. As I wait for the front-end loader to clear
the rich black Ohio loam from the roadway, and
for the durnptruck to lay down the new gravel, I
study the man holding the sign. I instantly begin
to daydream, and I think of the warm, intense
smell his flannel shirt has as I toss it into the
washer while balancing our little baby Buck on
my right hip. I will remember our supper the
night before, right after the "Beanie Weanies" and
before the "Jell-0," and how Buck whispered his
pet name for me, "Trixie," in my ear with that
gravely voice of his.
Three years ago when I was living in Alaska
and hiking on the Chilkoot Trail right outside of
Anchorage, near Portage Glacier, I came upon
another hiker. He was leaning against a large

Craig Cotter currently lives in Altadena, California .
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boulder and sitting smack dab in the middle of an
awesome patch of high-bush cranberries, the kind
that bears just love. He appeared to be asleep, his
backpack still hanging from his broad shoulders. I
could easily cook up a scene in my mind with me
gently nudging him while handing him my water
bottle filled with frigid Alaskan glacier water. He
opens his eyes and smiles dreamily at me while
he no doubt remembers how he loved me half of
the night on top of the old rickety table and other
places in the old trapper's cabin, the night before.
He thinks how green my eyes looked with the
Alaskan midnight sun pouring through the dirty
windows in the low, squat log cabin.
My friend Belle recently said to me, "You just
aren't happy unless you have a man."
"You're wrong," I said with a defensive tone
edging into my voice. "You just don't understand.
It's not that I have to have a man, but that I just
want one. I'm tired of being alone, that's all," I
added.
Belle looked at me with that "Oh sure" look on
her face. We had been over and over this subject
until it was some old path worn bare.

"Look, Belle," I said, "there is a difference
between dependency and interdependency. I
want a relationship with a man. I want to build a
life with someone, not around someone."
"Then how do you explain that every time you
get a man you change all your goals around to
suit his life plan?" she asked me.
I just looked at her.
"You just don't know the difference between
compromise and sacrifice," she said. "That's why
none of your relationships last very long. You
don't know how to compromise. You only know
how to give up yourself. Then pretty soon there is
none of the you that your man fell in love with, to
love anymore."
Her last remark about finished me off. But like
I said before, I'm addicted to the idea of marriage.
Long ago I decided marriage just doesn't work for
me, but I sure do love going through the
ceremony. It's just life after the pearly "I do" that
I can't seem to handle.

Peggy Lynn Kilgore's poetry has previously
appeared in Nexus. She is currently a second-year
graduate student in English and is assistant director
of Wright State's Writing Center.
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GOING UNDER

Claudia Madison
Caught between the presence of the people
across the street and the landlord above, Anna's
daily life had taken on a strange quality-almost
a siege mentality. On bad days her life seemed
subterranean: the landlord's heavy feet booming
on the boards above; the light made diffuse by the
shut curtains while Anna lay immobilized on the
sofa. The creaks on the stairs as he came down
Anna would not breathe, would pray that he
would pass by. She would stay silent all day so
he'd think she'd gone out.
On some days the pressure eased, maybe
because the landlord was running errands. On
such a day the sun would shine in through the
closed green curtains and Anna would dare to
raise the sash and let a breeze in through the
screen and her swaying green curtains. The
shadows of the trees would flicker on the outside
of the curtains and make the green filtered light
seem like aquarium water. At these times Anna
was no longer underground, not yet in the air; she
was underwater and had a hope of swimming
upward and breaking through the surface.
On other days Anna would be paralyzed by
the neighbors across the street-their houses
identical as if looking out her window was
looking into a mirror. Anna had never seen who
lived there but she'd caught the terrible twitching
of their curtains, the glimpses of a television
screen through a gap in their shades with the blue
glow bathing their ceiling as she passed by in the
street. Their curtains were never opened and
Anna had grown into the habit as well, terrified
of giving away some secret of her life, of yielding
the tiniest personal detail to any casual glance
from anyone in the street.
Increasingly, Anna would not go out-she ran
the risk of meeting a neighbor, or the landlord, or
of having to say "Good afternoon" to a stranger.
The stupid social pleasantries were an almost
unbearable chore-polite conversation was an
agony.
Jonathan would pat her hand and say,"Anna
baby, you're so fragile-it's no surprise to me that
you can't manage. I knew from the moment I saw

you that you needed my protection. You don't
have to deal with these people. I'll be your
outside."
Anna said to him, "I'm suffocating, I'm being
crushed, I'm drowning," and he had smiled and
hugged her.
"Babygirl, you're safe at home, safe with me."
Anna was unable to say to him, "But it's you
that's smothering, crushing, holding me under
the surface." So she had smiled as his arms
enclosed her and had remembered that her
mother had seen this situation coming.
"Anna, that man is taking you over, he'll put
you in a box, he'll close the lid, he'll keep you
right there." And so, thought Anna, so indeed it
had come to be.
For weeks now she had not been outside alone.
The act of putting on a coat or shoes needed a
prompt, a cue from Jonathan. An offer from
him-would she like to go to the store? Jonathan
would shepherd her there and, with an impatient
tenderness, do the grocery shopping and then
escort her back across the parking lot-his large
hand encircling her wrist. Anna knew this grasp
was intended as reassuring-but was it for her or
Jonathan?
Sometimes he took Anna on the bus to shop
downtown. Anna would be glad Jonathan was on
the bus with her-it meant she could sit down for
the ride. Anna could not take a seat next to
someone else. If the half full bus had one person
in each pair of seats then Anna would stand for
the whole ride. Her mother had warned her never
to sit beside men-or even women--on public
transport. Her mother had also warned her not to
sit in a completely vacant seat because than a man
might sit beside her and trap her between the
window and his body.
Once Anna had ridden the bus everywhere but
it had become an agony long before going out
alone had. Anna began walking everywhere. She
believed that if she could drive she would feel
safe outside-after all in a car she would be alone
and enclosed. She wished Jonathan would teach
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her to drive his car, but she knew what his
answer would be and so she never even asked
him. Instead, Anna hoarded little scraps from her
journeys with Jonathan. She had old bus tickets
hidden under the lining of the cutlery drawer.
They proved she really had been outside.
Sometimes Jonathan would be angry with her.
Yes, he understood, and even insisted, that she
could not go out, but why didn't she do the
dishes or clean the apartment while he was at
work? Anna tried to explain that she was afraid of
the landlord; Jonathan had frowned and
considered the matter.
"I can't bear it," Anna said. "If he knows I'm
here, he knocks on the door and says 'May I visit,
my dear?' And then he comes in before I can
refuse and he talks and talks and I don't know
what to do." Jonathan looked at her, silent and
stem. Anna was about to say more but at last he
spoke.
"Well, Anna, if you're that worried I suppose
you can wait until I come home to do the
housework. It's a dilemma for me-you know I
don't like to see the chores being done, but I
admit I would be happier if you didn't mix with
Mr. Margolis. Will that make you happy,
babygirl?"
Not really, Anna thought, but then what
would? She smiled and let Jonathan hold her
close.
That night she had a dream, a dream that
would recur throughout the summer and on into
the winter. She would be wandering through
endless underground corridors-the walls and
floors and ceilings all covered with plain rough
cotton quilting that bulged and showed in places
that it was stuffed with kapok. There were people
ahead of her and behind her, but always around a
comer, never with her. All around her footsteps
scuffled and scraped. Muffled evidence of other
people but never even a shadow on a curve. She
was afraid she would catch up with the person
ahead or be overtaken by the person behind. And
then what would happen to her? But the
loneliness of those passageways, like an
underground hive of dormant insects, was just as
frightening.
Really, Anna thought, waking up, it was too
much like her waking life. And there, indeed, lay
its power to terrify.

.........
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1his morning just before waking she had had
the dream. For months now it had come at least
once a week, or often more. Anna was retreating
from the window-she had just put her head and
hand between the shade and window to wave
goodbye to Jonathan-and was trying to block
the memory of the swaddling snow. Everything
was homogenized. by it and Anna was horrified.
The sudden knowledge that she really couldn't go
out was pressing down on her. The negation of
possibility made her suddenly wonder about why
she didn't want to go out. Well, why don't I? she
thought, unable to remember. She was trapped in
the apartment. She had no winter coat, no boots
just enough outdoor clothing to make it between
inside and Jonathan's car. Anna sank down onto
the sofa, pulling her heavy terry cloth robe
around her. She had to peep back through a tiny
chink in the shades at the still falling snow.
"Oh God," Anna said, "Oh God, I'm going
under."
Hours later the telephone rang-she was still
there on the sofa, staring at the snow in her robe.
Anna had to answer-it would be Jonathan
making sure she was safe and hadn't been so
foolish as to venture out alone.
"Hello, darling," she said. There was silence, a
pause just long enough for her to wonder what
she had done now to annoy Jonathan, than there
was a laugh. Not Jonathan's laugh.
"Well, this is a friendly bagel store. Ma'am, do
you or anyone in this backward burg sell lox?"
"You have a wrong number," Anna said,
bewildered by what she should do next. She
began to panic when the man insisted on talking
to her.
"What is this? Why are you bothering me?"
she asked.
"You called me darling. I just thought I should
know your name."
"No," said Anna. "No, no, no." She dropped
the phone and backed away until her legs
bumped the sofa. She flopped backward and
curled in a ball against the comer cushions.
Above her gasps she could hear a faint insect
buzzing noise from the swinging hand set. She
had to hang up the receiver-Jonathan could call
at any minute and if the line was busy she didn't
know what would happen-but she couldn't go
near the phone until she heard steady beeps that
increased in volume the longer they sounded.

Finally she replaced the receiver, then
screamed as it rang hard in her hand.
"Yes?" Anna said breathlessly.
"Anna! What have you been doing? I was so
worried that I was about to come home and check
on you."
"A wrong number," Anna said in a tiny voice.
"For ten minutes? Anna, we need to discuss
this. I'm on my way home."
"Oh no," Anna said into the dead line. "Oh
no."
Whenever Jonathan came home the sudden
noise and aura of outdoors he brought with him
made Anna feel frowzy, confused and lost. Today
when he banged the door and came storming
toward her, still in his black heavy-shouldered
overcoat and shoes marked with wet salt stains,
he seemed like a marauder descending upon her
sanctuary. She whimpered as he came near. He
stopped a few inches before her, snow melting
onto the hardwood floor.
"Babygirl," he said. "Babygirl, what have you
been doing?"
Anna bit her lip. "Jonathan, I. ..I. ..it was a
wrong number."
"Well, yes, dear, you explained that. What I
want to know is how does a wrong number tie up
the line for so long? You know I call on my lunch
break-I'd at least expect you to have the
intelligence not to block the line then. Well?"
"Really," Anna said, tears starting. "Really,
darling. I was so scared. I didn't know what to
do. He wanted to talk to me, and ...and I just
dropped the phone. I didn't talk to him, really
and truly... " There was a pause as Jonathan
watched her crying in her baby blue bathrobe, her
hands desperately twisting the belt and her head
ducked down.
"Poor little girl, he frightened you, didn't he?
Poor little Anna." Jonathan pulled her close
against the rough, still chilly and damp cloth of
his coat. "Poor little girl. Daddy's home, don't
worry." Jonathan lifted her head from his chest
and began to kiss her face. Anna could feel him
through the heavy material of his suit and
overcoat. His hand loosened her robe. "I told
them I needed the afternoon off for a family
emergency."
·

In bed with her later, Jonathan held her as he
began to talk in a soft voice directly into her ear.
He was reasonable, hypnotic, demanding,
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sympathetic, and unbrooking of refusal. Anna
said "Yes, Jonathan" whenever he paused. He
would go out later and buy an answering
machine: Anna would not answer the phone
anymore-yes, Jonathan-except if she heard his
voice saying "Anna pick up the phone"-yes,
Jonathan. In the future she would be fully dressed
when he got home. He didn't like her spending
the day in her robe-yes, Jonathan-he
understood how hard it was for her with that
man upstairs, so from now on they would both
get up an hour earlier-yes, Jonathan-after
breakfast she would shower and dress and make
her face up and do some chores while he read the
paper and did some work-yes, Jonathan-then
he could come home to a tidy house and a wife
who didn't look like a slut-yes, Jonathan. He
kissed her and got out of bed.

Anna sat frozen on the sofa, dressed now,
waiting for Jonathan to get back. He had left half
an hour ago to buy the answering machine and
Anna could hear Mr. Margolis moving around
upstairs. The snow made everything worse-the
street had seemed quiet before but now Anna
realized just how much noise there usually was.
Its absence made tiny inside noises come forward
to fill the day. If she tried she could almost hear
Mr. Margolis breathing. Anna squirmed-she
badly needed to pee. Before the snow had made
every small remaining sound expand and she had
been able to pee quietly and flush the toilet until
Jonathan came home, and so far she had managed
to clear the toilet before he had seen it. Anna
stood up and let her stockinged feet slide across
the polished hardwood floor. She was good at
moving around silently; it was just that normally
there was no reason to move around-making
coffee, or playing a record, fixing a snack, taking a
shower-they all made noise, so she might as
well stay on the sofa. If only Jonathan would take
her to the library. How pleasant her solitude
would be if she could stay on the sofa and read
forever. She shuffled faster, feeling her bladder
ache in anticipation. Anna made it to the
bathroom, hiking up her dress as she entered,
hauling down her pantyhose-how inconvenient
it was to be dressed-Anna sat on the toilet and
made herself wait. How to pee silently? She had
heard Mr. Margolis go to the bathroom earlier
his piss splashing in the water had been clearly
audible. Anna slid forward until she was almost
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off the seat and let an experimental trickle go. It
had only an inch until it hit the side of the bowl
and then it quietly flowed down the side and
mixed into the water without a splash. Anna let
all her pee slowly leave her, feeling suddenly
aware of how damn ridiculous this was, how
reduced her life was.
She stood, tidied herself and placed her hand
on the toilet handle. She wavered, pulled her
hand back, and almost skated across the floors to
get back to the sofa. She sat demurely: back
straight-not touching the cushions, ankles
crossed, hands folded in her lap. She waited for
Jonathan to come home.
Anna was crying quietly in the kitchen, letting
the steam from the dishwasher mix with the tears.
Her nose and face itched from crying and the
warm steam, but her arms were in the hot suds.
She rubbed her face with her upper arm,
unconcerned with the trail it left on her navy blue
sleeve. Jonathan had been cold and sarcastic an
through dinner for no clear reason. She could
hear him in the other room cursing as he set up
the answering machine. Jonathan was easily
confused by manuals and, as usual when things
refused to yield, he was getting angrier and
angrier. Anna washed slower-the longer she
could find a reason to stay in the kitchen the
better. She finished-what could she find to do
now? She sidled over to the swing door and
peered through the hinge space to check on
Jonathan's progress.
The phone rang, close to Jonathan's ear-he
was leaning in to plug in the answering machine.
He swore, and then because it could be his boss
asking about his family emergency, he counted to
three.
"Miller residence." Anna could hear a voice
but not the words-she watched Jonathan's face
instead.
"What?" Jonathan said. "Who the hell is this?"
Anna could hear the voice at the other end
staying calm and modulated.
"There's no Mrs. Miller here-you must have
looked up the wrong Miller." Anna felt very still,
felt like the eye of a storm. She listened closer. "I
said she doesn't exist." The voice persisted
Anna thought it sounded like the man who called
earlier.
"So you're the shithead who's been harassing
my wife." Jonathan was winding the cord into
loops and tugging at them.
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"Yes, she is Mrs. Miller. Yes, I know I said she
doesn't exist. She doesn't, she doesn't exist for
anyone but me. Now get off my fucking line."
Jonathan hung up and yelled for Anna.
"So, Anna, you have men calling for you now?
This doesn't seem like my babygirl. Can you
explain this to me? Can you tell me what my
babygirl is up to?" Anna pushed through the
swing door, surprised that it m ved for her,
nonexistent was she? Was that why she could
move only when Jonathan was at home? Was this
truly the answer? Anna was so taken with this
notion that his words were a vague buzzing until
he grabbed her wrists and shook her hard.
"He told me some damn lie about using his
redial button, but that's not right, is it, Anna? You
gave him our number, didn't you?"
Anna giggled. "But, Jonathan, I don't exist
without you. How could I have done something
when you weren't here?" To Anna's dismay he
actually seemed to give that a second' s credence
before telling her not to be insolent.
"I didn't give him our number. Honestly-why
would I want him to call me?"
"Why? Why? Who knows, Anna, I just don't
understand you these days. You are not being my
babygirl."
Anna's face and mind were black for a moment
and then she moved away from his grasp.
"No, I'm not, am I?" She went over to the sofa
and sat down, watching Jonathan, still standing
by the kitchen door, hands still extended a they
had been when they held her wrists. His stance
looked bereft and Anna wanted to go over and
hold him close, tell him it was all fine, but how
could she? Her being and presence were far too
tenuous for such act of volition. She sat on the
sofa, wondering what would happen next.
Jonathan stayed motionless for minute after
minute as a strange idea fought for survival in her
mind. She pushed it aside-it was she who was
the unstable one. She got up and took his arm.
"Sit down, darling. It's time for the news-I'll
fetch you your drink." Anna led him to her place
on the sofa, turned on the TV, and went to fetch
his nightly bedtime glass of brandy.
The next morning he woke up an hour earlier
as he had promised. As he read the paper Anna
showered, dressed, made up her face. She even
had breakfast. On too many days, she would have
no food at all until dinner with Jonathan. How
good it felt to have more than just coffee.
Jonathan seemed to have forgotten his reaction to

the second phone call, even that there had been a
call. He did check to see that the answering
machine was on as he left and reminded Anna
that he would call as usual and that his was the
only call she was to answer. Anna nodded and
kissed him goodbye.
Being dressed and alone-how peculiar it still
seemed. Anna slid across the floors-a reckless
swerve around the comer to their bedroom. She
looked in the mirror.
"I exist," she whispered. Wearing clothes
meant outdoors or evenings---€ither way they
meant being able to make noise-how difficult it
suddenly was to be silent. How tempting the TV
looked, how wonderful a fresh pot of coffee
seemed, how free the idea of flushing the toilet
seemed. But no, she didn't dare.
Back to the sofa, sit and wait for Jonathan, even
though her petticoat itched and her body longed
to be reckless. God, how boring this was. How
could she bear it? It was only nine-he would not
be home until seven. What was she to do? How
had she done it yesterday, the weeks before, the
months?
She longed to look out the window, but then
she would be seen, what could she do? The
answer was so simple that she wept for a moment
because she hadn't thought of it months ago. She
skated into the spare bedroom at the back of the
house, where a hard Regency-style couch was
upholstered in a thin hunter green stripe. The
guest room was cold, elegant, formal-they had
never had a guest. Anna sat on the couch
sideways and slowly altered the Venetian blind
slats until they were flat instead of slanted. She
could see their backyard.
"Oh," she said. "Oh." It was snowing. Anna
watched for hours. Such a simple thing, so
fascinating after her months of sitting still seeing
the same wallpaper for hour after hour. The mere
fact of movement!
The doorbell rang-for a moment Anna was
unsure what the noise was, it had been so long
since anyone had visited them. She suddenly
understood and sat rigid on the couch. Again it
rang. A wave of heat and sweat washed over her.
"Go away," she hissed. "Don't bother me." Just
a salesman, surely just a salesman. Anna waited.
She heard Mr. Margolis' s bell being rung. There
it wasn't her in particular that whoever it was
wanted. Mr. Margolis was coming downstairs,
voices, he was inviting someone in, two sets of
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footsteps going upstairs, deep men's voices
echoing. Anna was afraid to move. She waited
and waited for things to return to normal.
An hour later she was still waiting and then at
last steps were coming down the stairs-the man
was leaving. But the outside door didn't open,
instead there was a knock on her hallway door.
Anna whimpered, shut her eyes, and stopped her
ears. A few minutes later she screamed as
someone touched her arm.
"My dear, my dear," Mr. Margolis said.
"Please don't be afraid. You have a visitor and
when you didn't answer we grew afraid for you.
Jonathan..." Anna stared large-eyed at him.
I have a visitor?"
"Yes, dear Mrs. Miller, won't you come
upstairs and meet him?" Anna shook her head.
"Oh, I can't, oh you know I can't go out."
"But it's not out, just upstairs in the same
house, just a step. Come, dear, we can have coffee
and cake and meet your visitor."
"Yes," Anna said, "yes, why not? You're quite
right, it's not going out at all, is it? Upstairs is not
outside." Anna stood and smoothed her dress.
She followed Mr. Margolis through her rooms
and up to his. How hard it was to climb a single
flight of stairs after so many days sitting on a
sofa. Anna's calves and thighs ached and she had
to rest halfway up. Mr. Margolis took her arm
and walked the steps with her.
"Here she is! Mrs. Miller has come upstairs."
Mr. Margolis's dentures slid a bit as he grinned at
his two guests.
"Oh," Anna said, "I don't think I know you."
The small man in the dark overcoat sitting on Mr.
Margolis's best chair stood up in a different way
and stepped forward.
"Mrs. Miller, please accept my humble
apologies for alarming you so much yesterday
and I do hope I caused you no additional stress
by speaking to your husband." He blushed-a
grown man but with such fine skin under his
black beard. Anna stared at him, looked at his
strange ringletted hair and noticed all the small
things that were different about his clothes. She
swallowed.
"Did you find some lox?" Her voice was
hoarse.
"Yes, ma'am. Yes, I did, a wonderful store not
a mile away from my rooms."
"Please, please sit down." Mr. Margolis was
11
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coming in from the kitchen with a tray of coffee
and cake. Anna and the man sat down, still
looking at each other with uncertain expressions.
"Mrs. Miller, you are all right-your husband
was not angry with you? I do not wish to be rude
but he was so very strange on the phone."
Anna smiled. "I'm alJ right. Jonathan was just a
little upset yesterday. He worries about me
because I am so ... so ... "
"So alone?" Mr. Margolis suggested. "Dear
Mrs. Miller, please do not take offense but I worry
about you. So quiet! So alone, I tell you." He
tu.med to the man. "The child never goes out,
never makes a sound, never has a visitor."
"But, Mrs. Miller, this isn't good. Do you have
no friends to call, no radio to listen to, why not
visit with your good landlord here?" Anna
blushed.
"Anna doesn't wish to spend her time with a
talkative old man. Why should she waste her
precious time?"
"Hush, sir, that is unkind. I know you don't
mean to sound so bitter-our Anna is afraid, is
she not?"
"Yes," Anna said. "I'm so sorry, Mr. Margolis,
I'm sorry. I hated to be rude but it wasn't you.
Everyone--everyone is so hard to speak to.
"You are speaking now."
"Yes, I am, aren't I?" Anna said, smiling. "I
was afraid to make a sound before."
"Anna, I rented my apartment to a lovely
young couple who I thought would make noise-
happy, healthy noise-to make me forget that my
children have been gone so long. I can't bear the
silence of this house. I want to hear living noises
around me-and what did I get-Anna tiptoeing
around. Anna, you have grieved me, that a young
woman would be afraid of me, would hide
away."
"Oh dear, oh dear. Oh, please, I am sorry. It
wasn't you I was afraid of, not really."
"Who was it, Anna dear?" asked the man,
pouring some coffee for them all. Anna shook her
head.
"Oh, no one really, just me being crazy." Mr.
Margolis and the man exchanged looks.
So, Anna, we have a little coffee party, we shall
have a morning of fun, we shall not think of being
afraid." Mr. Margolis got up and turned on his
radio. "Rock and roll," he said. Anna laughed. He
was swaying his hips in his baggy trousers,
snapping his fingers, his green suspenders
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stretching around his curving shoulders as he
began to bop in the middle of his room. "What is
so funny, young woman? Am I too old for rock
and roll?"
"Oh no, but where did you learn-surely you
are too old to like it?"
"Certainly not-you think I am a fossil? My
children they don't let me get old, they bring
home books and records, the make me really
listen and read. And what do you know? I like it.
My daughter, Francine, she nearly died when I
stood next to her and met Mick Jagger. 'How do
you do,' he said to me. Nice young man." Anna
was giggling by now. "Come along, Anna, Milo,
twist and shout!" Anna stood up before she
thought about it. She was still in her stockinged
feet and the hardwood floor was excellent to twist
on. Milo was studiously twisting beside her, his
face solemn and his ringlets always a beat away.
"Good, good," Mr. Margolis cried. A slow song
came over the radio. They sat back down. "More
coffee," Mr. Margolis said, as he left the room.
Anna and Milo looked at each other.
"You must think I am a very strange man to
come looking for you," said Milo. "And perhaps I
am but when I heard you on phone-so scared
Anna, I worried about you all afternoon. I felt so
ashamed that I had made silly jokes to a lonely
woman. I was using my landlady's telephone
she has a marvelous contraption and it had so
many extra buttons-no doubt that is why I
dialed you in the first place-but you see it has a
redial button that will call the last number again.
Is that not a marvelous invention? Such a
convenience for busy people. But I was alone in
the house so I knew no one had made a call and I
was so worried, forgive me, I called again to
apologize." Anna had tried to interrupt several
times but Milo held up a hand: stop. He had
looked so intent on saying his piece that Anna let
him talk. Poor Milo, she thought, he is just as
scared as I am.
"And as I spoke with your husband, I grew
more worried: you do not exist, he tells me, but
yes, there is a Mrs. Miller but you do not exist.
What is this, I wondered-a woman who screams
when I make a silly joke and who exists only for
her husband? I am a meddler, I admit it but I
mean no harm. You came into my dreams last
night and so today I looked all through the
Millers in the directory and there is one with a
number very much like the bagel store. I worry

some more, then I walk over here and I talk to
your good landlord and we worry together."
"Thank you," she said. "Thank you, Milo. I'm
sorry I screamed when you spoke to me."
11
Anna, I have something serious to say. You
must consider this: it is a sinful thing to hide
when there is no need to do so, to voluntarily
confine yourself, to live a secret, hidden life when
there is freedom. I sound pompous, but it is true,
Anna. It is a blasphemous thing to discard
freedom." Milo stared at her a moment longer.
"Forgive me for speaking the truth, Anna, but
your husband is a weak, wicked man. Do not let
him rule you." Milo stood in front of her, his face
beautiful and yearning. He smiles-a tiny shy
smile. "Anna let us talk of something else. Ah,
here is more coffee, let us have more fun."
Milo and Mr. Margolis told Anna funny, silly
stories, competing to see who could make her
laugh loudest. As they spoke, Anna was fighting
a growing fascination with Mr. Margolis's large
front windows. She wanted to look outside
wanted to see the snow, to look across at the
neighbors from this new angle.
"It is beautiful, isn't it?" Milo said. "Walking
over here was wonderful. It's so crisp and clear
outside today. Hardly cold at all. This is the sort
of day that makes winter so much fun. I was quite
warm from this sunshine when I got here."
"I hated it this morning. I thought I really can't
go outside now. It made me so angry-I almost
believed that if there was no snow that I would be
outside." Anna frowned. "But then I looked out at
the backyard and, oh this is silly, I wanted to
make a snow angel so badly." She smiled at Mr.
Margolis and Milo. Their faces were not laughing
at her, but they did smile.
"Dear Anna, what an excellent idea. Come,
Milo, we shall go down to the yard with Anna
and we shall have fun in the snow."
"Oh no, oh, I can't"
11
Ah, Anna, do not be chicken now."
"I am not-I have no boots or coat. I shall
freeze."
"But this is no problem. Wait, Anna, and I will
fetch Francine's old things. They may be a little
big-you look malnourished-but what matters
is they are warm." Anna let the two men wrap
her in scarves to fill the coat and Mr. Margolis
placed a woolly hat on her head. Milo bent to ease
her feet into two big pairs of socks and then
Francine's old boots.
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"Our winter princess," they said and held her
hands out through the back door. They stood on
the porch waiting while Anna trembled and
gasped-they said nothing but gazed so kindly
that Anna had to walk down the steps into the
backyard.
"Snow," she said, walking into it. The men
applauded and Anna turned around, stretched
out her arms, and dropped backward into the
drifts. She made wings and laughed and laughed.
Milo had begun with great concentration to build
a snowman. Mr. Margolis put out his hands and
pulled Anna up.
"Hush," he said, making a snowball and
nodding at Anna to make one too. Milo screamed
when they crept up and pelted him. He grabbed a
big scoop of snow to push down Anna's neck
she ran around the yard whooping and kicking
up fans of snow. Milo was closing in when Mr.
Margolis crowned him with his own snowman's
head. Three of them sitting in the snow around a
scuffed up angel laughing and pointing at each
other.
"I must go," Milo said. "I have to study this
afternoon."
"Come back," Anna said. "Come and visit us
again." She watched Milo tramp down the
driveway. "I know someone," she said as she
followed Mr. Margolis back up to his apartment.
Anna unwound herself from all her outdoor
clothes-what a thrill to be coming in from
outside. Mr. Margolis turned the radio up high
and beckoned to Anna. She followed him to his
side stairs that went to the attic rooms. The radio
boomed up through the boards. Anna realized
that Mr. Margolis had been doing his best the last
few months to be silent as well. She groaned. Poor
Mr. Margolis-no rock and roll for all that time.
They walked through the attics until they came to
the end room.
"Anna dear-this was Francine's study. Her
books are still here. I want you to treat this as
your private library-borrow whatever you wish.
If Jonathan would be angry at seeing a strange
book, you may come up here and read. Please, I
do not wish to intrude but this is a foolish
situation-we are both lonely people. There is no
reason we cannot be companions and keep our
privacy."
"Thank you," she said, staring at the shelves of
books.
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"And I want to hear your radio playing, I want
to hear the 1V on even is you watch the damn
soaps-Anna you must move around-it makes
me afraid to move when I imagine you down
there."
"I'm sorry, how terrible for you." Anna took
down a copy of Sylvia Plath's Ariel and grinned at
Mr. Margolis. She could hear the radio playing
something wild and she clutched the book to her.
The tiny attic room seemed filled with everything
she needed.
"God," she said in terror, dropping the book.
"What is that?" Mr. Margolis was white.
11
Anna, dear, it sounds like a dog run over
don't be alarmed." Again the cry came-dearer,
louder: Anna, Anna, Anna.
"Jonathan," she said and ran from the room.
Mr. Margolis followed, what could he do-an old
man? But he followed.

Anna found Jonathan staggering, manic, blind,
from room to room, screaming her name.
"My Anna, gone, ANNA, shapes in the snow,
gone, Anna in the snow, she's gone, ANNA."
"Jonathan." He spun, he fell, he crawled across
the room on his knees.
''Anna, Anna.''
"It's okay, Jonathan, I'm here." He reached her,
he grabbed her, arms around her waist, still on
his knees, face buried against her belly.
"Anna, I called you, I called you and you
didn't answer and there were shapes in the snow.
Oh, Anna, I thought I was dying." Anna felt her
dress growing hot with tears and snot. She looked
up and smiled at Mr. Margolis in the doorway.
"You're safe, Jonathan. You're safe, babyboy."

Claudia Madison's fiction has previously appeared
in Nexus. She is a graduate student in English at Wright
State and lives with Aardvark, the calico cat,
and Jason, the auburn-haired husband.
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Katherine Wise

We walk along the chain link
fence, barbed wire enclosing
telephone poles that flash by
as if we were in a car, but
the cars are on my left and
pausing, I have forgotten what
I wanted to say to you, though
not the feeling that it was
significant, and not the feeling
that this scene is odd,
me being with you like this,
not touching except for
the little brown bat cupped
in my hands, dead somehow
and curled into a ball, wings
forming a transparent wrapping
so pregnable that I cry
as you continue walking
long after I have stopped,
kneeling,
my forehead resting
in the cool mud.

Katherine Wise currently lives in Perrysburg, Ohio.
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SING TO HER

Katherine Wise

There was a tape in your car,
the Kingston Trio.
I have it,
play it,
listen

Every night I listen.
I lie awake and wait,
wishin' the railroad didn't run so near.
Sonearone step and I'm there.
Two steps and I'm across.
Just the rails
ties
gravel, grass.
In the middle
kneeling
head to one side
cheek pressed against the cool steel,
I empty myself.
Static brain waves sparkle at thousand degree heat,
flow molten into the pounded steel
where they join the rattle and the clatter
makin' music in my ear.
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Clickety clack
Clickety clack
The wheels are sayin' to the railroad track
If you go you can't come back.
If you go you can't come back.
If you go
you can't come back.
Comeback.
Come back so I can see you before you go.
So I know you are leaving.
So I know you are gone.
Remind me of how much I am losing
before you take it away.
Tell me what it is like
to hold a loaded gun,
cool steel against your cheek.

It's hard, ain't it hard, ain't it hard, Great God!
GreatGodHoldher.
Rock her in your arms.
Sing to her.
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TEMPORARILy UNTITLED
AFTER THOUGHT

David S. Hwang

David S. Hwang
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David S. Hwang is a Wright State University student and
works for the Guardian. He is originally from Korea .
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Robert Hill Long
Any sharecropper can give you half the history
of the South in two verses of delta blues. The rest
he hums, squatting to roll a cigarette in the shade
of his mule. History is the yellowed newspapers
that insulate his bedroom and living room and
kitchen, which are the same room. Steak was 37
cents a pound, hamburger 24 cents-that's how
the city talked about itself. Out here a string of
fish cost a handful of worms and a dozen
mosquito bites. A good pointing dog could fill his
coat pockets with quail. He had a bush full of hen
eggs, two hogs a year, all the work he could bear.
Saturday night blues, Sunday gospel.
Hitler? Bad news far away. He'll tell you his
overseer was worse because he was mean right
here, daylight to dark, every day. The man wore
yellow riding pants though he drove the property
in a no-door truck. Kept a pencil-lead mustache,
hated getting dirty. His jowls swelled red and
purple when black men talked back, when they
threw down cotton sacks to catch a freight to
Chicago. The week of the A.M.E. Zion revival he
drove off the levee. When his drowning was
confirmed the revivalists started a slow spiritual,

but as it speeded up there was no hiding what all
the clapping was for. Even the catfish and
hushpuppies tasted better that night.
Any sharecropper can tell you: one bad white
man with land can spoil it for a whole parish. He
holds out his cigarette hand with its scarred pink
palm: like a goddamn infected splinter, he
swears. He's never met a white who'd do a black
man much good, but the land bank's white and
he-he knows how to keep his peace. Too much
shouting and stealing in cities, north or south. No
wood thrush song to make darkness holy-just
big trucks rumbling everyone awake before
dawn, after midnight.
Out here he keeps a cleanly swept yard, a
chinaberry tree and a cane chair to pull up under
it. His black and tan hound can fetch up a rabbit
to fatten the stew, can lay it right at your feet. The
hound gets up off the cool chinaberry dirt and
stretches, eyeing you. Are you staying to eat?
Two fields over, his brother's wife lets the screen
door wheeze and slap behind her. In the
reddening air she raises her head, hollers Supper.

CEMETERY

Susan Merta
Susan Merta is a senior at Wright State
University, majoring in art education. Her
goal is to become an art therapist.
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Robert Hill Long's fiction has appeared in the
New Delta Review and previously in Nexus.
He teaches at the University of Oregon.
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LEAN AND FAT

STILL LIFE

Robert Hill Long

B. N. Robinson

Raking coppery magnolia leaves, the park
gardener traps a bunch between one hand and the
bamboo teeth, transferring them to a square of
canvas. Eighty years ago, durable doth could be a
man's greatest asset: the jacket that repelled
malarial mosquitoes, or those striped awnings
bearing the shopkeeper's red initial, which kept
the sun off his soft Caribbean fruit. The small
statue of Jesus beneath myrtle trees speaks of
centuries when women and men endured lean
and fat years alike in a single unceremonious
robe.
From his bench, an old man examines Christ's
granite drapery: pitted, fogged with lichen. His
own leisure suit gets baggier by the year on his
shrinking frame; he can't help wondering what to
do with the closetful of suits grown too big to
wear. The statue's hand gestures toward the
always poor-two sleep nearby in the monkey-

grass, bare toes sticking up. The gardener's shiny
trouser-knees say hang on to what you've still
got.
But the myrtle bark-smooth, pale in the weak
sun-shames him. It's like looking down at his
own ankles, polished bald by a life of black
banker's socks, as he bears down on the bathroom
scales each Sunday morning. Where did his male
weight go? All these years, where did they come
to him from? He doesn't care for the prospect of
confinement in pajamas when his sons, wearing
his retailored suits, bring sweets to the nursing
home.
But now the gardener tells him to lift his feet
he needs to get at some renegade leaves-and
atop the myrtle a mockingbird starts up, at full
volume, variations on the song that ten thousand
years have scarcely altered.

Martin is nocturnal. He never ventures from
his attic suite during the day and only visits me at
night-for tea or saki.
I will hear the teacups rattling on their saucers,
open my door and find Martin coming down the
dimly lit staircase, his feet picking their way
cautiously as if they're probing for mines. The
journey must be filled with hazards from his
past-Viet Cong faces floating in the reeds next to
the river of stairs, staring at him through the
blackness-because by the time he arrives at my
door, the teacups are usually half-empty, his
dressing gown smudged with stains.
I don't know why he doesn't leave the tea in
the teapot for his journey, but I'm afraid to ask.
Maybe it's how he tests his metal.
"I have brought tea," he always says upon
reaching my door, such a proud declaration as if
he has come directly from the Orient with it.
I think it was probably the heavy stones that
were used to build this house that first attracted
Martin to it. He would like stone for the same
reason he likes night: They're both impenetrable. I
could have told him that. I've lived here for
twelve years. Nothing gets through.
Three days ago, Martin left on what he called
"a retreat," and while he was gone, Leon moved
into the ground floor suite between Martin and
me. Martin has just returned, and I know there
could be trouble; he doesn't like anyone within
striking distance.
On a clear day when I come home from the
grocery store in the late afternoon, I can look up
to the attic windows and see the sun glistening on
metal. Martin tells me he has a telescope up there,
but I know he's not telling me the whole truth.
I don't know for whom or what Martin's
waiting in his attic perch, but now there's an
intruder-or at least that's how he'll see it. Leon
is not the enemy, but I don't think there is any
explaining this to Martin.
I wake and immediately I know something's
wrong. The air in my room is patchy like gauze,

36

as if there's a veil over my eyes. I rub them and
the gauze undulates, not like a curtain in the
wind, more fluid. And then I realize the air in
front of me is moving, coming toward me slowly.
"Martin! Is that you? Who is it?" I sit up,
frightened.
"Yes, it's me."
"What are you doing? What time is it?"
"You really shouldn't live in the basement,
Dimitra. You're vulnerable there. I've told you
that before."
"Martin, what are you doing?"
"I have good news. The retreat went well."
"Martin, it's the middle of the night-"
"-Better than I expected," Martin says,
ignoring me. "I even have concessions to make."
"Martin, we need to talk."
"No talking tonight. I've only come to bring
the message." Martin backs away a step at a time,
watching me. Quickly he merges with the gauze
background of my room, and as he disappears he
speaks so quietly I can barely hear him.
"I saw his footprints at your door," he says. He
means Leon's footprints. I can't sleep after that.
My mother, Eve, had my name, Dimitra,
picked out for me years in advance. My father,
who left five months after I was born, was
"frightfully handsome," according to the
perennially blonde Eve, who was beautiful in an
empty-shelled, cosmetic way, so she must have
anticipated such glittering genes would produce a
masterpiece.
But then I arrived all pursed and knobby and
battered, as if I had come crashing up the wrong
canyon. I never knew how to apologize to Eve for
being such a disaster.
Eve never called me Dimitra, as if the mere
utterance of the name reminded her of the
desecration of her dream. Instead, when talking
to others about me, she always referred to me as
"the girl," as if I had no gender, no real identity.
Eve-which she preferred me to call her over
"Mother," "Mother" being too constant a
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reminder of what she had made-never
recovered from my arrival. I saw it every time she
looked at me, her puzzled expression as if there
had to be a mistake. Eventually it became
shattered numbness, Eve failing to understand
why she had been so dreadfully punished.
And she used to date my father's departure by
telling people he left five months after "the birth,"
as if I should share some of the blame for his
premature departure. "The birth," she'd say, as if
it was barely human.
At home, she constantly looked for ways to
improve my appearance, but when I ventured
out, she bundled and shrouded me, trying to hide
me from the world. She would grow so frustrated
with my wiry hair, she would drag her brush
heavily across it, as if she was weeding, and
sometimes the bristles, scraping my scalp, would
draw little beads of blood.
She also was terribly embarrassed by my
nose--"too Jewish," she would complain, as she
applied packs of make-up to it, trying to shrink it.
My teeth were the only feature that Eve found
worthy of compliments. "Look at the girl's perfect
little chicklets," she would twitter to company.
"All lined up in a pretty row." Wickedly
betraying her, my teeth became quite bucked, and
since there wasn't enough money for braces, poor
Eve was left empty-handed, not so much as an
eyelash to praise. (Mine were "short like a
boy's.")
After I graduated, I found a job soliciting on
the telephone, which my mother applauded.
"You have such a nice voice. It's perfect for you,"
she said. She meant she was grateful I wouldn't
advertise her mistake in public. Two months after
I started my job, Eve moved away: "Somebody
has to take care of your Aunt Alice," she
explained. Aunt Alice, a hopeless alcoholic, died
the year Eve left to take care of her, but Eve never
moved back. "So much family business to take
care of," she would say in the cards she sent at
Easter and Christmas. She never included
pictures. I think she felt that might encourage me
to send some of my own, but I saved her the
embarrassment.
Every year up until she died, Eve phoned me
on New Year's Day. She always ended our brief
conversations with, "Let's make this the best year
yet, girl." As if we were building a future
together.

,.,. ,.

38

I have known Martin for three months. When
he first moves into his attic suite, it is midnight. I
hear the clatter on the fire escape and peek out
my bathroom window. I see a thin man wearing
army fatigues; he is faintly illuminated by my
kit~en light, so that he looks more like a foraging
animal than human; he is trying to carry an
armchair up the fire escape, his body all hunched
over. He rests the chair on his thighs as he half
kneels and wipes the sweat from his brow.
He is a thin rack of a man, who looks back
several times, directly into my kitchen light,
obviously agitated by the exposure, as if he is
contemplating a way to put an end to the
brightness. As he rests, the chair drops from his
thigh and bangs onto the fire escape. He throws
back his head in frustration and leans against the
fire escape railing.
I put on my dressing gown and walk outside. I
don't know men well enough to be frightened of
them, and it is the first adventure I have allowed
myself in a long time.
"I'll help you," I say. He whirls around at me
as if I have come to ambush him.
"Who are you?" he asks.
"Dimitra from downstairs," I say, as if this is
my full name, and in a way it is.
"You need more light," he says. "Your face is
the color of the stone in this house. It's wearing
into your skin."
"What's your name?" I ask.
"Martin." He stares at me for several seconds,
as if he is assessing me. I must be safe. "I'll take
the help," he says.
He reaches to pick up the chair, and I see both
of his hands are missing their baby fingers. He
catches my glance.
"Mekong Delta," he says and flashes me his
hands. "I saw a pretty teapot in a hut." He grins
dangerously. I'm surprised how much difference
missing baby fingers make to a hand. I wouldn't
have thought they'd be so crucial. His hands look
more like claws, and the flesh of his wrists and
forearms is a bleached white, as if it's been
papered on. "No good for grabbing," he laughs
and flashes the finger-claws at me again.
He backs up the stairs, taking most of the
weight of the chair, and I follow, trying to keep it
balanced. The armchair is wide and rounded, and
my grip keeps slipping from the covering. His
breath is labored and staccato by the time we
reach the top.

"Where did you come from?" I ask.
"Military hospital," he says. "Not for these,
though." He wiggles his fingers. There is foam at
the comers of his mouth, as if he's run a great
way and needs water. I've heard medication
makes people thirsty.
"Are you thirsty?" I ask. "I could bring you
water."
"No, today I'm too tired, but tomorrow night
we'll drink saki and talk. Or I'll make you my
Mekong Delta tea if you're too timid for saki. No
exploding tea, this time," he says, not smiling.
"Although you never know. Something could go
off."
I'm not bold enough to tell him not to come.
He scares me. His eyes are so intense, and I don't
think his wiring is too sound, but I don't mind the
fear for a change. It's something new; it wakes
me. And I think about him before I fall asleep,
this man who's made of bone and hardness and
edges and unsound wiring, carrying a silent rage
inside himself, a rage so powerful I could feel its
vibrations on my skin. So dangerous. But I really
don't mind being scared. It's not so bad, actually.
I feel alive at least. And anyway, he probably
won't come. What is there to come for?
But the next night he knocks on my door, and I
know it is him, the knock as brittle as his body. I
open the door, and he is still dressed in the same
clothes he wore when he moved in. He is holding
a worn paper bag. "Tonight we drink," he says.
"No tea, though. Just the saki. We'll warm the
saki and drink it all up. And then we will become
human again. You need saki, not tea. Otherwise
you will be shy with me, and that's not what you
need."
"I wasn't sure you'd come," I say.
"I needed to see you. I haven't talked to a
woman for a while." It's so strange, so flattering
to be included in the company of women. Now I
have to try hard to make sure he doesn't find out
I don't belong in that company.
I heat Martin's saki and take a teapot filled
with it to the living room. Martin sits cross-legged
on the floor and I do as well. I sip quickly and try
not to look directly at him. There is something
very disturbing about him; his eyes thud like
bullets deep into me, and I don't know how to
absorb their impact.
"Get drunk with me," he says. "We'll drink
saki until we can't get up and you can tell me the
truth."
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"Why do you want to hear it?" I ask, because I
truly can't understand why he would.
"You live here in your bunker and your skin
turns gray like the stone in this house. Tell me
why?"
"I like to live alone."
"You see. You won't tell me the truth unless
you're drunk. When was the last time you were
drunk with a man? When!" His shout is sudden,
and it startles me. I need to find the right answer
for him.
"Not for a long time," I say. "Not really ever.
Just gin with a boy, so he could touch my breasts
and I could say I was drunk." I can't believe I've
told him this. Perhaps I did, because the thought
of telling him excited me, talking about a boy
touching my breasts. "That's all he wanted," I
say. "Just to experiment with them."
"But you wanted more, didn't you?" Martin
asks. I did.
"Yes."
Martin reaches over to me and puts his three
fingered claws on my breasts over my blouse.
"Did he touch them like this?" he asks. I shiver
deeply, too afraid to move away, then before I can
think of anything to say, he slips one hand
underneath my shirt from the bottom, reaches up
and cups a breast, then slides his hand
underneath my brassiere. He feels gently. All I
can think to do is take another sip of saki. "Like
this?" he asks again .
"No, he was harder," I explain.
"Like this then," and he squeezes my breasts.
"Yes, more like that. I need more saki," I say.
He pours it with his free hand and keeps feeling
my breasts.
"Good, I've captured it then," he says, pleased
with himself as if he's mastered a new skill. ''We
should drink more quickly." I swallow all the saki
in the teacup at once, and it bums my stomach,
but I barely notice. He finishes his own and pours
us more with his free hand, still kneading my
breasts with the other. I drink the saki down
again and he does as well; then he unbuttons my
blouse.
"You shouldn't have waited so long, Dimitra,
just because your parts don't work so well on the
outside. You should have let others discover
you." He unzips my jeans and stares at me.
"Undress now." As I begin to undress, he takes
off his shirt and shoes and then his fatigues. He is
so thin, his skin looks worn like membrane that's
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been too tightly stretched over its frame. His lean,
stripped body and its hard bones excite me, and
his manner, his ordering of me. I want him to do
more of it, I wouldn't even mind him being a bit
rougher, but no hitting. Just the scent of
barbarism. It's easier this way, in a sense, to obey
and not think. I don't want to reason it out any
more. If I'm acceptable for his purposes, that's
good enough. It means I'm good enough.
"I'm having my period," I say.
"I know. I can smell it. That's why now. It's
perfect. Tribal, tributary, the river flows. Tribute.
A tribute to a woman, her rich blood mixed with
a man. This is the best time." He takes off his
jacket and places it next to me, lifts me onto it,
then lies on top of me, so lightly; it is as if he is
weightless, a fragile frame of flesh, skin like strips
of tape between the bones. I feel him push into
me. I shudder and he comes quickly, without
sound, although I can feel his skin tighten across
his hard body as if it's going to burst.
"Now we have a history," he says afterward,
still lying on top of me. "Our juices mixed. And
now your basement is not so dark."
"Thank you," I say. I wonder how much I did
right. I did so little. I was more a spectator,
watching a new game.
We make love twice more, once in each of the
next two months, each time during my period. So
he can own me entirely. Entirely is fine. It is an
awakening, a beginning of sorts, even though
there has been one before him, my second cousin
John, as inexperienced as me; we were like two
awkward birds, flailing wings unable to lift us
from the ground.
I don't see my making love with Martin as a
beginning towards anything particularly. I'm not
thinking that far ahead. I seem to be good
enough. That is a victory in itself.
I'm not allowed up to Martin's attic suite, so
we sit cross-legged on my living room rug, play
cards and drink tea, and Martin smokes Camel
cigarettes, always careful to shield their glow
when he lights them. I wonder at first why we
always play cards, but I'm afraid to ask.
"Do you ever talk to the men you were in Viet
Nam with?" I ask him one night after tea.
"None left," he says and then I understand
why he doesn't concentrate very well on our card
games. We are as they were, sitting, waiting,
listening. But this time he will hear every twig
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snap. He will even hear them bend. And we will
be safe.
And I wait anxiously for my next period.
Leon moves in three months after Martin, the
day after Martin leaves on his retreat.
Leon and I meet this way: I'm staring out my
kitchen window. In the morning, I can see
sunlight wash over the tips of the evergreens, the
only sun I ever see; I'm dug in deeply on the
north side of the house, where nothing grows.
The plants are hopeless there. Each time I try and
grow one, I am really just sacrificing it. My light is
not so much light, but varying hues of shadow.
Living in the basement, embedded, for twelve
years, I feel now like I'm part of the stone.
Leon comes in a van with a noisy exhaust. He
is a large black man. He gets out of the van
followed by a gray cat that swaggers confidently
behind him, like a dog. They walk toward my
apartment, and he calls out as he knocks on the
door.
"Anybody home there?" I open the door and
the cat whisks past me. Leon fills the threshold.
There is no light, just his huge form in front of
me.
"Hello, are you Dimitra ?"
"Yes."
"I'm Leon. Retha and me's movin' in.
Landlady said I oughta tell ya before I go movin'
in, so you know what I'm about and don't get
scared."
"Mr. Bonner died last month," I say. It's the
only thing I can think of. Mr. Bonner was the last
tenant on the main floor. He hid in the stone
house too and piled gallon bottles of wine on top
of my garbage, one a day.
"Yeah, well, I ain't plannin' to do that for a
while," Leon says. "Listen, I haven't been around
town for a few years. Why don't you give me a
couple of hours to move in, and we'll have some
wine and you can tell me what's been goin' on
around these parts. Or we could have dinner. You
could say you'll make it, then I'll have somethin'
to look forward to." I've never cooked for a man
before. Martin eats only out of tins.
"I'm not a very good cook," I say.
"Don't matter. Doesn't have to be anything
fancy. I'll bring some wine and whatever else I
can find. And Retha. She hates to be left out, you
understand."

"What if it's not good enough?" I ask. I need to
cover all the possibilities. Then the blame can't be
aimed quite so directly. I feel better that I've
warned him at least.
"It'll be good enough, Dimitra. Don't you
worry. Mmm mmm, I like the sound of your
name. Real pretty." Wasted on me, he's probably
thinking. Leon goes off to move, but Retha
decides to stay. Leon just laughs at her.
"She hates moving," he says. "And she can't
carry shit, so she might as well stay with you, I
guess. She likes grapes if you got any." I don't but
I leave Retha inside and hurry down to the comer
store and pick some up. Green grapes. I hope it's
green she likes. I also buy spaghetti. It's all I trust
myself to cook.
At home, I pick several grapes from the bunch
and stoop down to Retha. She quickly knocks
them out of my hand with her paw and eats them
all quickly, then looks at me expectantly. I feed
her the rest of the bunch and pray she doesn't get
sick, then I show her my bed, and she
immediately jumps up and goes to sleep.
I start simmering a meat sauce, leave it on the
stove and try reading for a while, but I can't
concentrate. All I can think about is how I will fail
this man and how he will quickly find me out. So
I take two aspirin and go lie down next to Retha,
who is in the middle of the bed and doesn't want
to move. I lie on the edge of the bed and after an
hour of fitfully tossing, finally doze.
When I wake, it's dark in the room and, as I sit
up, I hear soft tones of music, low soothing thoom,
thoom, thooms. I find Leon in the living room,
sitting on one of my kitchen chairs, holding a
stand-up bass, as big and brown as he is. A
melody comes from the bass, surprising me. I
never thought there were melodies in a bass.
Leon doesn't look up, just keeps playing the tuba
sounds of his bass, playing low, sweet sounds like
a Black Angel.
"Retha got the best of you already," he says.
"She'll expect that much bed from now on," he
says. From now on. What does that mean?
"I made spaghetti," I say.
"Mmm, smells good," Leon says as he
continues to play thoom, thoom, thoom on his bass.
"You think so? Really?"
He stops playing and frowns at me.
"Yeah, really. Ain't you used to hearin' the
truth? It smells damn good. I love spaghetti."
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"Really?"
"Ah come on. Yeah. Really. I ain't ever gonna
lie to you, Dimitra. So you don't have to worry
about that, okay? You go ahead and cook, and I'll
play you a song on my big bass."
"You play so well," I say. "I didn't know you
could play whole songs on a big bass fiddle like
that."
"This is what I do. I make whole songs on my
bass, and I make parts of songs with other folks
who make songs. That's how me and Retha get
by."
"A real musician? I never met anyone before
like that. Like you," I say.
"Where you bin', woman? I think you bin'
livin' here too long. You gotta get out more."
"I don't mind it so much," I say. "It's quiet."
"Yeah, like a tomb."
"It's not bad. Really. I do my work on the
phone, so the company lets me work here and
sort of be my own boss."
"Geezuz, workin' here, that's like doin'
penance. You elect yourself to jail, woman? I'm
gonna take you to the beach one day, Dirnitra, so
you can have a little fun for a change. We'll sit by
the lake and just drift off. Drink some wine in the
sun-hey, speakin' of wine, I got a bottle just
spoilin' in your fridge there."
I walk to the fridge and Leon follows me. I take
the wine out and open the drawer for the
corkscrew. "And I got this," Leon says. I look
back and see a joint in his hand. I've only smoked
grass once, back in the seventies with my second
cousin, John again. Leon sees my hesitation.
"You don't have to worry. If you get all fucked
up, I'll help you cook," he laughs.
"I don't know."
"Gonna have to enjoy yourself some time,
Dimitra. Might as well start tonight."
He lights the joint, inhales deeply, then offers it
to me. My hand is like a toy next to his; Leon's
fingers are as long as limbs.
"Take a nice long drag," he says. I remember to
inhale gradually and I'm pleased that at least I
don't cough. I inhale a second time, feel a slight
bum at the back of my throat, but it's not as harsh
as I remember John's marijuana at least. When I
hand the joint back, I notice for the first time how
white Leon's palms are, as if they've been coated
in sugar, and their whiteness stirs me. I imagine
his hands playing on me as gently as they do on
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his bass, and then I wonder what Martin has to
do with this new feeling in me. Leon pours wine
for us and goes back to the living room and
begins to play his bass.
I start to cook the spaghetti, but I'm quickly
becoming stoned and my body feels numb. It's
like I've been decapitated and my head is floating
in the air above me. I stir the meat sauce some
more and stop from time to time to tap my head
and make sure it's still there. Leon brings his big
bass into the kitchen and plays his gentle thoom,
thoom, thoom that fills all the empty comers of the
room, and I swim drowsily in the steam, while
Retha coils around my legs, back and forth and I
feel her purring motor inside me, deep inside.
I eat the spaghetti hungrily and the sauce drips
on my cheeks, and Leon's deep laughter fills the
air, and by the end of dinner, I am fading and
smiling and fading and smiling, and Leon carries
me to the bedroom and lays me on the bed and
kisses my forehead with cool lips, and I
remember saying thank you, and then I'm
sleeping in my dark room and I don't even
dream.
We load towels and a blanket in Leon's van
along with his bass and Retha, and we drive to
Watkins Lake, more a pond than a lake, three
miles outside town, just off the highway. Leon
carries his bass in its case, and I carry our
blankets; we walk around to the far side of the
lake until we find a tiny quilt of white sand that
sparkles wildly in the sun and hurts my eyes. The
water is a rich blue, like it's been painted with
oils.
We lay the blankets down, and we both strip
down to shorts. I have brought a quickly made
lunch of salami sandwiches and grapefruit juice.
Leon lays his bass down flat in its case and
stretches out next to me on the sand.
"I dig your name. I could say it all day, he says.
I could play its notes on my bass. Dimitra," he
growls softly. "Like a swim in the moon." His
voice soothes like his bass, deep tones that come
from under the earth, that melt into me. "Makes
you wanna take a bite out of all that white,
crumbly cheese," he says, making me laugh. I
hear myself braying. I'm not much good at
laughing. I've had so little practice at it.
"Oh man, you're crazy," I say, still laughing.
"Yeah," he says. "You oughta try it."
I lay down on my blanket, smiling into the ;,un
until I drift away with the ripples of the pond
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chinking into the shore at my feet. I wake with
Leon's hands stroking my forehead, which is hot
from the sun, his sugar palms cooling me like
they're painted with shade. And I think ... this is
how you become unlocked. This is how you are
loved.
But I also know this can't be.
Martin will not stand for this.
"There can't be two of us," Martin says in the
black of my room, in the deepest part of the night,
his lips touching my ear, his breath sour.
"It's not what you think-"
"-His smell is in the room. Why did you do
this?" Martin asks. "How could you let him in,
Dimitra, after we had mixed our juices. I planned
it out so carefully, how it would work and now
you've changed everything; I had begun to build
us together. How could you hurt me like this?
Martin's face has not moved from beside my own,
but I can't see him. It as though he has learned to
blend perfectly with the shadows in my room.
"I'll tell Leon," I promise. "I won't let him
come and see me any more."
"It's too late, Dimitra. You went too far. You
should have known. You should have trusted me.
We could have had so much together. I gave you
what you needed. You know that. And now you
think you know enough, that you can survive
without me. But you can't, and you will see." He
says nothing more, and I don't feel him leaving.
But soon I realize he is gone.
In the morning I walk up the stairs to Leon's
apartment. I am afraid Martin will hear me
knocking, so I try the doorknob first and it turns. I
open the door, met by a mewing Retha, who
remembers me for my grapes and bawls for more.
"Leon?" I whisper, still afraid that somehow
Martin will hear me. "Leon?" Retha is following
close to my feet and mewing louder. I pick her
up; this pacifies her momentarily, and she
investigates my neck, biting softly. "Leon?"
"What's goin' on?" Leon's voice sounds
muffled. I realize he is still in bed.
"It's Dimitra," I say, no longer whispering.
"It's barely morning, woman."
"Leon, I need to talk to you."
"Well, come in and talk, then," Leon says
gently in his soft, bassy voice. I inch my way
toward his bedroom. "You're the one who woke
me, you better at least talk to me now. Come on."
I walk into the bedroom. Leon is lying in bed,
partially covered by the sheets, his top half bare. I

tum my head and he laughs at this, but doesn't
say anything.
"You have to listen to me," I plead. "Please.
You can't stay in the house anymore. You have to
leave. There is a man in the attic. His name is
Martin, and he is very dangerous. He will harm
you if you don't go."
"What you talkin' about, man in the attic?"
"You have to trust me. You are in danger if
you stay. Great danger. Martin won't
understand."
"Won't understand what? What are you tellin'
me? You got a jealous boyfriend? Why didn't you
tell me this before? I ain't movin' in on you,
Dimitra. I was just helpin' you air out. You tell
him that. He'll understand."
"No! He won't understand! You have to go!
Please! I have to stop talking now. He could be
listening. He's very clever. I can't betray him. He
has plans."
"Woman, you soundin' some kind of paranoid.
Come on, let's go talk to the man. Face to face.
Straight up. That's always the best way." Leon
starts to get out of bed. I walk quickly from the
room. With my back to him, I plead once more.
"Please, no. It won't work. You have to believe
me!"
"It'll work. Just get it said, get it out in the air,
straight."
"It's daytime," I say. "He won't talk to you. He
only comes out at night." I realize how foolish
this sounds. Leon looks skeptically at me.
"Only comes out at night, huh? Oh well shit,
all we gotta do is take some garlic and a cross and
we gonna be all right." I realize I can't stop him.
"Do you have a gun?" I ask. I turn around and
Leon is right behind me, wearing sweatpants and
thongs on his feet. I look at the thongs.
"I don't think you should wear those," I say,
afraid they will make Martin think of the faces
floating in the darkness by the river of stairs.
Leon pushes me gently toward the door.
"Don't get crazy on me, Dimitra. I don't have
no gun, and I ain't takin' off my thongs."
I walk reluctantly behind Leon as we start up
the stairs to Martin's suite. Before Martin came to
live in the house, there was always a light at the
top of the stairs, but now the bulb is gone, and the
only light comes from one small window at the
top of the landing. It is hazy like dusk on the
staircase, nothing clearly seen, all grays and
shadows, and I know we're walking into an
ambush. But I know I can't convince Leon of that.
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Leon's thongs make a thwup thwup sound as
we climb the stairs, and I'm afraid of what that
sound will trigger in Martin's memory.
"I don't want to go up there. Please!" Leon
doesn't say anything and continues up the stairs,
and I know I can't leave him.
We reach the top of the stairs, and I see the
faint shape of something small and round on the
floor. In front of me, Leon also notices it.
"Man drink his tea in the hall?" he asks. For a
moment, it doesn't register, and then I can see
Martin the first night we meet, grinning at me
and showing me his finger-claws and boasting
how he came by them. "Mekong Delta. I saw a
pretty teacup in a hut." Leon is reaching down to
pick up the teacup.
"No!" I don't really think of what I'm doing. I
just remember Leon's hands soothing me, and I
know I can't let him die. I dive at the cup on the
floor, just as he is touching it, and my momentum
knocks his hand away as I cradle the cup with my
body, cringing on the floor, knowing in that
instant that there will be more than fingers lost,
wondering if my insides will burst, praying it will
be quick, hoping Leon will escape the exploding
pieces.
There is silence, another second to contemplate
the sound that will split my eardrums and tear
me apart. Another second of torture. Why doesn't
it explode? I begin to cry, clenching the cup in my
hands, and Leon is standing over me, trying to
pull me up. "No! Don't!" I scream out. Another
second passes and no blast. Just a pained, drawn
out silence.
And then I'm being lifted by Leon's powerful
arms-like a bulb being pulled from the ground.
The teacup falls from my hands and I reach
around Leon's body, hugging myself to him,
knowing on impact that surely it will explode,
and I want only to stop the shattering pieces from
tearing him apart. But there is no explosion, only
the sound of the teacup breaking into pieces on
the floor.
"Dimitra, it's a teacup! It's a teacup," he says,
as if I don't realize this. "What are you doin'
woman? What's this man doin' to ya? What the
hell is goin' on here?"
I feel Leon reach around me and knock on the
door. I cling to him, remembering the sun
glistening on the metal in Martin's window, and I
imagine the barrel aiming at us through the door.
I close my eyes, waiting for the sound to splinter
the air.
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"No, please," I plead, but I know it's too late to
stop the shot.
"Hello?" Leon calls out. There is no response.
"We have to go! Please!" I cry out.
"We ain't goin' nowhere, woman. I wanna talk
to this guy. I wanna know why he's makin' you
crazy!" I know what's coming. I know Martin is
going to pay me back for my disloyalty.
"Hello?" Leon tries again. I hear him tum the
doorknob and I cover his face with my hands as
he opens the door. There is a final agonizing
second of silence.
Leon pulls my hands away from his face and
switches on a light inside the suite. I tum around

and stare into a room with no furniture, air musty
and thick, the counters coated with dust. Leon
turns around to look at me, lines in his forehead
like ridges. "What's the story here. What are you
doin' with my head, woman? Ain't nobody here.
Ain't nobody bin' here! This place is empty."
"He never let me come up here," I say. I'm too
drained to explain anything further.
"Ain't no crazy person here," Leon says. "Is
there ... Dimitra? Is there?" he asks. But I'm not
sure I know the answer.

B. N. Robinson's fiction has appeared in Lost Creek
Letters, The Tucumcari Literary Review, and
Sundog: The Southeast Review. He currently
lives in North Vancouver, British Columbia.
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J. S. Ampleforth
i think ants
are carrying
small hairs
from wait
whitmans beard
(maybe those
he loosened by
tugging at
his chin while
proofreading
his poems under
a tree watching
a bee or maybe
those plucked
by some young
lover
as a memoir
or maybe those
that fell from
a scissors snip
as he trimmed
his beard while
no one was near
scrunching
over a lake)
and hiding them
under my bed
inside my
stereo crawling
over my lips
into my mouth
pushing them
through
my cheeks
as i sleep

J. S. Ampleforth is a Wright State University student.
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J. S. Ampleforth
................
i peeled time off the universe
like scraping paint off a house
and as the paint fell away in long strips
the house disappeared
and i walked right in

..............
and we can talk till the trees tum to paper
and i won't say anything new
holding hands when califomia crumbles
under white rapids

................
i followed you to where
the interstate branches
the blue sky spread
across the road
and i know you saw the same
west south the cars humming
falling in love with the wind coming
through a crack in the window
opened to october
and its leaves
leave me cold and hot
and irresistibly ascetic
watching the wall dividing north and south
pass without end

but we can't disappear
we can't become the weeds in god's garden

..............
there's a shadow on the wall
i'm pointing to it
watch
it moves
and i like the look of things
with my eyes closed
on you
closing in on you
in my dreams
turning milk white
to sand to sugar
point that finger again
to a shadow

he wore brown she wore
green and the road wore
an expression like sex
on sandpaper

anything
and there
the universe

..............
now the evening smells like a blank page
sounds like the air between
the feathers of a duck
huddling head into wings
solid black eyed onyx
worth the price of my skin
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J. S. Ampleforth

she stands outside the place where
at 5 o'clock the workers
stretch out of their jobs
faces blackened
swollen
arms hanging like rain clouds
dangling lightning like callous fingers
that tonight will caress
a lover or a television remote

i see her across the room
as i nibble
the chaffed skin
on my lips
dry from not kissing her
but dreaming in
35mmframes
repeating the way
she closes her eyes
letting out a wet
puff of air

..................
our dreams drive backward in a stolen car
ten towns lie flat as stage props behind us

i'm in a deli with my books
my pens my fickle appetite
and yes i can see you
and yes i can see me the way you see me
but i can also see you
in a way you'll never see yourself

my arms thicken in rooms like these
trying to catch thoughts that float
up and away
like condoms filled with helium
up to the ceiling
where i'm hoping you don't look

the amazement in mothers' eyes
the red and twisted faces of sheriffs
the whines of children who only know
that something happened
all these leak resistance and fold
under the pressure of your hands
like a newspaper
your fingers feeling the damp pages of words
leaving traces of ink
bridging the ridges of your hand

.................
the evening rises like the credits
to a movie
the coast ~rings rocks and dirt
and sand in a bobbed tide
it's 1914 and i'm on the east coast
in a convertible driving south
with one suitcase and i'm
exactly where i want to be
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THE GLASS SKY

L. G. Hunt
She told me that in this place where I had come
and found her the sky was made of glass. Here
where she lived was like an immense room:
sealed, protected, so that no rain or snow,
thunderstorm or sudden wind ever entered in. It
was always still and bright.
I couldn't understand her. What did she mean,
"The sky is made of glass?" Just where was this
sky, and, if glass, what held it up? Was it a dome,
a bubble, some sort of canopy, like living inside a
stupendous greenhouse? I looked up, but I could
see nothing unusual: just calm blue and little
tufted white clouds with pinkish edges. There
was nothing glassy, no glints or reflections.
So I didn't believe her, but I did enjoy being
there, her company and the mild weather. It was
like a vacation, but there was no reason why it
shouldn't last forever-or, at least, as long as I
wanted it to.
Then one day as we were walking in the
woods, cool, still woods of old trees, their trunks
furry with moss that grew down to the black
moist earth between their heaving roots, we came
upon a titanic glass column. It ran straight
upward through the branches and disappeared in
a fading arc into the pale sky. At its base it was
like one of the tree trunks: sinewy and fluted,
flared where it entered the ground, rough as bark
but gleaming and crystalline.
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See, she said, here's where part of the sky is
anchored and supported. Maybe the sky grew
from a lot of these. Maybe it's really the leaves of
these big glass trees.
I was astonished. Not at the glass pillar or the
possibility that it could be holding up a glass sky,
which, indeed, might even be the interwoven
leaves of this and other glass trees, but by the fact
that she had been right all along. Her explanation
of the halcyon weather was the correct one.
Living here in this separate place was not just a
vacation from a harsher world; it was the world,
or, rather, it was her world.
I stared at her. A quiet ordinary woman: slight,
pale hair and skin. Why didn't you tell me? I said.
But I did tell you, she said. It was the first thing I
said to you: the sky is made of glass. But you
didn't tell me in a way I could understand, I said.
Why didn't you bring me here and show me this
glass tree? I didn't know it was here, she said.
Then how did you know about the sky? I asked
her. She looked at me a long time without saying
anything, and I looked back, until gradually I
began to see that her eyes were the same blue, her
skin the same white as the sky and clouds, her
silvery blond hair was filled with the same light
that danced from the shining glass column.

1
L. G. Hunt's fiction has appeared in the Indiana Review
and Exquisite Corpse. She lives in Arlington, Virginia.
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AN AUTUMN
DOG-TAG ELEGY

EVENING IN SALEM

Kayt Hoke

Kayt Hoke

"and they called out each of the 52,000 names
around the dock
for three days straight... "

Her red hair is the first thing to go.
Rising in a stain-smoked puff;
the last swirling, signaled
plea to god.

They come out at night
from within the wall
to stand staring at their

Feral glint of browning teeth,
black tongue licking feverishly,
wetting down smoldering lips.

reflections that float off
in ghosts, to touch teddybears
left for them on the dirt

Bound to a wooden splinter,
her leather-skinned hands lay useless
in a raw knot of hide.

with innocent, bayonet-fingertips.
They lightly pick-up rusted purple
hearts from the ground pinning

and I can taste her screams miles
into the woods, boiling and shrieked;
an electrified pitch of metal

them to their chests, sighing
deeply, hands to head, to heart,
hands to hands in the glare

Ringing in iced echoes. She curls
in autumn leaf swirls, licked black
bits of paper floating off in chimney

of a granite wall. The come out
at night from behind the wall
as each of their names is called out

Flume drifts. Tasting close to ash
in the swarming cries of the watching crowd
as children ring the rosey

in a shout, a boiled-down scream
that dies to a whisper. And as they step
forward, wounds stretch

of her staked pyre. In a paint-brush swoop
her skin takes to air as bits to drop
softly onto the crowded tongues

out on the wall, bleeding
from passage, from long years,
long wars. They come out at night

Of priests, of circling children
who scream in mirrored taunts,
egging and provoked.

from behind the wall, pulling at
their dragging legs, their lowered heads,
to stitch the wounds with dog-tag chains.

Her teeth are the last thing to go.

Kayt Hoke is a Wright State University
student, majoring in English education. She is
currently working on the Alaskan coast.
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BREAKDOWN

SNAKES

Charlie Mehrhoff

Christopher Woods

one day
you gonna wake up
in the bondage
baby,
see how it feels.
twist some fallen cable
into a weapon.
rip the skin.
rip the skin.
goddamn
the color of skin.

Charlie Mehrhoff s poetry has previously appeared in
Nexus. He currently lives in Boulder, Colorado.
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They had been in the dark, lived in its midst,
some 15 years. Ever since the children left, fleeing
the house of perfection. And, it should be noted,
the house of boredom.
He considered all this, driving through the
night to their mountain retreat. Each oncoming
headlight, though there were few, illuminated the
snow on either side of the road. The darkness just
after a passing light triggered his thoughts on the
curving black road. The road seemed to double
back, then surge ahead. Always curving-he
thought it treacherous going, as if there was
something evil along that road, as if it might, at
any moment, hiss and spit at them.
She sat beside but away from him. Giddy in
the dark, she hummed with the radio and rubbed
her thighs. On her own agenda. These years she
was spent, the same as he. Already, on this late
night road, they were quite beyond the boredom
that can seep inside the doors of a marriage.
They did not speak to each other. They were
both a little high from too many drinks in the bar
of a plaster chalet frequented by skiers. Neither of
them skied any longer. They watched others from
the window, near the fire. Snow voyeurs. Still,
they knew that the slopes, dangerous or not, were
inside, too.
Then, above the sound of the heater, she spoke
to him at last. Best slow down, she said. He
turned up the radio and scanned channels. Best
slow down, she repeated, with more volume. But
instead, he pressed his foot on the gas, hard, like
beginning flight. In his mind, they rose up from
that twisting, viperlike road and glided into the
dark sky where stars crisscrossed the blackness.
He imagined himself going beyond all this; he
didn't know for how long, or when he would
return. He had bourbon singing in his blood.
She sighed, forgetting the song she had been
humming. She looked away and saw her sad
reflection in the window. She stared hard at the
woman who looked back at her. And she thought
of something. Further along that road, she
imagined, was a snake, waiting patiently in the
night. But this was not enough. She also hoped

for something else. Hoped that a snake, a very
poisonous one, was curling on his side of the bed,
in the house they were driving towards. The
snake was nesting there.
Though she knew nothing about snakes, she
was certain that this snake was the fatal kind.
This snake, for her, was quickly becoming a
crucial kind of being that would change destiny
itself.
As she considered this, he too was dreaming of
a snake. His snake waited patiently as well. His
snake had lived long enough in the world to
know how waiting counted for much, maybe for
everything. His snake was along this very road
they traveled, this very night. It was coiled on the
side of the road where he planned to push her
out.
But here is how it happened, in a way neither
of them had planned or hoped. Each of them
silent and locked in thought, it happened quickly.
His bourbon took the wheel. Completely. In an
instant she watched him pass out on that road.
She saw his hands loosen from the steering wheel.
As she began to panic, she looked out the
window. She came face to face with the woman in
the reflection, whose eyes now seemed frozen.
When she broke that gaze and thought to take the
wheel herself, it was too late. The car seemed to
fly, off the side of the black road. It seemed to
rise. But seconds later, it began falling. It fell
through the night toward the snowbound trees
far below.
Beneath the roots of those trees so far below,
snakes huddled in balls. Sleeping, they were
waiting for the thaw. They dreamed of
possibilities. Of warm beds in empty suburban
homes where the people, for one reason or
another, had gone away. And in those dreams,
the people never returned. The sleeping snakes
knew how waiting could count for much. How, if
waiting took long enough, even kingdoms could
change hands.
Christopher Woods' fiction has appeared in Glimmer Train,
Columbia, and Asylum. He lives in Houston, Texas.
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GREAT FRIENDS

Gerald Bernbom

Manuel R. Garcia

It was in Montreal that the last thing that held
us together, whatever it was, finally broke.
On the first day of our trip, my father drove us
-himself, my mother, and me- from Chicago to
Dearborn, Michigan, outside Detroit. We tried
that night to stay at the Dearborn Inn. A wide,
curving drive. Green and white shutters. A place
were people made reservations weeks in advance.
Where we had no business being. And at 12 years
old, I cringed as my father lied to the clean and
perfect desk clerk. (Us, after eight hours of
summer driving in a car with no air conditioner.)
Complained to the desk clerk. Even whined. That
she'd somehow lost our reservation. She smiled,
apologized. And said no.
And so instead we drove. Ate dam-boat
dinners in a Howard Johnson's. Stayed that night
at a strip-motel along the interstate. The sun
going down. My father standing in the open
doorway of our motel room. His plaid sport-shirt
tossed across the back of a chair. Scratching hist
shirt stomach, drinking beer from a quart bottle.
My mother pissed and telling him, "You look like
something from Cicero Avenue." Cicero Avenue,
where my father waited every morning for the
bus that took him to work.

The next day, and the day after, we drove.
Every few hours turning the page of our Standard
Oil Trip-Tik-a series of Xeroxed maps with the
route to our destination highlighted in red. And
then we got there. Montreal. Turned the last page
and followed the last map to a downtown motel,
where my father and mother sat in our half
darkened room and drank an entire bottle of
Canadian Club. A bottle they'd bought at a
government liquor store and meant to take home
as a souvenir.
My mother cried, tears I didn't understand. My
father slept on the floor. I lay in the dark and
thought about a girl in a two-piece bathing suit
I'd seen beside a motel swimming pool in
London, Ontario.
In the morning, we began reading backwards
through our book of maps. Driving in silence
along the St. Lawrence River, around the northern
shore of Lake Ontario. Pursuing something
elusive, like casting at shadows in the deep, cold
water.
We wanted to reel ourselves in, but found the
line slack. As if there was nothing on the other
end. Nothing pulling us home.

Gerald Bernbom's fiction has appeared in Whiskey
Island, Cream City Review, and previously in
Nexus. He lives in Bloomington, Indiana.
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Jose Bernardo was a priest. He'd been one for
25 years, and a good one. In the mountain village
where he lived, they called him Padrecito, Little
Father. He didn't spend much time in the little
house next to the church facing the central plaza
of Los Cientificos. He was an active man who
believed that his place was with the people. He
spent his days visiting; not meddling into the
loves of his flock or wheedling free meals, but
helping wherever he could. His sure hands
helped repair many a farm implement. When he
wasn't in Los Cientificos, he was bouncing
around in his blue CJ-7 Jeep, visiting neighboring
villages. He tended to religious needs, but refused
to set rates for baptisms and marriages, so he
received whatever people could pay, usually
small animals or a few coins. He tended his own
cornfield, or milpa, to make ends meet and
because he loved the land. If he hadn't become a
priest, he would've been a farmer. Besides,
farming the land side by side with his neighbors
made him part of the working community, not
some pious curiosity that lurked around the
church doing who knows what, as so many
priests were. He was a good farmer and
introduced innovative ideas that made everyone
glad he was there. He knew this was so because
when the men came to see him, they came with
their hats on their heads, not in their hands.
Children clambered onto his Jeep whenever they
saw him coming, and he always made sure to hit
the bumpiest parts of the road so he could hear
their delighted shrieks from the back seat as they
bounced in the air. He felt free to stick his tortilla
into any pot to taste what was cooking. He knew
he'd chosen the right path in life for himself, firm
in his belief that his people were better off for his
presence among them, well-satisfied, and
assured. That was all before Alicia came.
When he first saw her, he was fixing breakfast.
She got off the bus across the plaza, and he
automatically took a couple of eggs out of the
refrigerator and put more water to boil for lemon
grass tea. He knew she'd come first to the church;

new visitors always did, to ask questions and get
their bearings. She wore bluejeans like most
tourists, but carried a suitcase instead of a
backpack. As she crossed the grassy plaza,
leaning to one side to compensate for the weight
of the suitcase on the other, he saw that she was
nicely built, and he judged her to be in her
thirties. She crossed the dirt street to the church,
and came up the stone path he'd put in two years
before. She was pretty with curly, wild black hair
that had a gray streak growing from the left side
of her forehead. It looked like it had been there
since childhood. She stood in the open doorway,
smiling.
"Buenos dias. Are you Father Jose Bernardo?"
"Buenos dias. Yes, I am. Can I offer you
breakfast?"
"Yes, thank you. My name is Alicia, Sister
Alicia. I've been sent to be your new assistant."
Jose Bernardo knew his life had just changed,
and the change began almost immediately. As
soon as they finished breakfast, she started
clearing the table.
"I guess we can start sharing the work right
away," she said. "I'll wash the dishes. Then
maybe you can tell me what my duties will be."
Jose Bernardo hadn't said much during
breakfast. He just answered "Okay," then went to
collect his priestly implements: holy water and
oil, the sash he hung around his neck-and his
toolbox. He took them to the Jeep, and when he
returned, she was sitting at the clean table, her
hands clasped in front of her, wearing a
businesslike smile, ready to go to work.
He sat down across from her, not sure where to
start. "I'm a little shocked. They've been saying
for a long time they were going to send someone,
but they never have. I don't know that there's
enough work for two people."
She laughed, and he saw a capped tooth,
rimmed in gold. She was from the country, like
him. "They told me you'd say that. They also told
me not to pay any attention; that you do the work
of three. So just tell me where to start."
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"Do you drive?" he asked.
"Of course. I was in the north. It's mostly
desert, but the country's just as rough as this. I
can take that Jeep anywhere." She laughed again,
and the gold around her white cap gleamed,
laughing with her, just like the light in her brown
eyes. "Of course, I won't tell you about the time I
got myself stuck in the mud and had to be towed
out."
He smiled back. She was a country nun, used
to the outdoors, and not a convent one-good.
"Well, today I was going to visit some of the
outlying villages higher up in the mountains. You
can come along and start meeting the people.
We'll talk on the way."
The road to the first village was a good one,
open all year, if you knew how to drive in the
mud. From there, they'd head out on dirt tracks
to some of the smaller communities.
"How long have you been here in the south?"
he asked.
"Over a year. I asked to be transferred from my
old diocese because I heard of the work you do
here. Where I was they mostly believe in waiting
around the church, tending the garden until
someone comes by with a problem. The bishop
wore his robes all day and believed our work
should be giving blessings and teaching young
girls to sew. I've been working there in Techahon
with the sisters there."
"I've heard your name; I'm surprised we never
met in San Christobal."
"I hate to go into the city; I avoid it if I can."
"I feel the same," he said. "I try never to stay
overnight. I like the country nights. Do you know
anything about medicine?"
"I've been trained as a health promoter."
"Good, I've got boxes full of medicines that the
hospitals send us, but I have no idea what they're
for. Maybe you can sort them out."
"Sure," she said and smiled into the wind, her
curly black hair slapping against her face.
At their first stop she was an instant hit.
Women invited her into their homes, the men
took off their hats, answering her easy dimpled
grin. She had the curious habit of touching every
child she met. She ruffled their hair or put her
hand on their shoulders, asking them questions
about themselves. She didn't seem to be aware
she was doing it, but she never missed one. Jose
Bernardo wished he could be more like that. He
was a closed person, taking a while to feel

comfortable with people. He was blunt spoken,
often leaving hurt feelings on men's faces when
he told them they weren't using their equipment
as efficiently as they could, but the people loved
him because they'd come to know his heart. But
Alicia was warm from the first contact. Right now
she was busy giving out animal cookies. She must
have filled her pockets before they left. He hadn't
seen her do it. Why didn't he ever think of that?
There were huge bags full at the house, and
everyone was always welcome to take as many as
they wanted, but he'd never thought to bring any
on his trips. Her easy way made him feel clumsy.
He was a short man with a pronounced nose,
receding hair, and glasses. He never felt small
because people treated him with respect. He was
a natural leader whose ideas were usually sound.
He was used to people giving his opinions
weight, even the bishop who was no fool. But the
way people flocked around Alicia made him feel
a little left out. He should smile more.
"They're wonderful people," she said, as they
maneuvered the rocks that made up most of the
road to the next village. "And they love you so
much."
He smiled at her, glad she was so outgoing. He
could see she would make their work much
easier. "I love them, too, but they forgot me as
soon as they saw you."
"That's only because I gave them cookies. It's
obvious how much they respect you. It's not hard
to see why. Your feeling for them glows like an
aura that surrounds you. Anyone that comes
close feels the warmth. I feel it."
Jose Bernardo blushed, and his ears filled with
a ringing that drowned out the bird songs in the
air and overcame the smell of the moist jungle.
He felt confused.
She threw her head back, laughing like a
schoolgirl. "Look, look, I've made you tum red.
The famous Father Jose Bernardo of the hard eyes
has turned red. What an incredible thing. I think
we're going to be great friends."
The rest of the day went the same. In every
village Alicia was received with the same joy she
exuded. At the end of the day, Jose Bernardo was
exhausted, but she seemed to have more energy
than when they began. That evening she prepared
a delicious pork dish, much better than his usual
fare of beans and a solitary piece of meat. But he
insisted on washing the dishes.
Alicia was received with he same excitement in

Los Cientificos, and she went right to work. There
were three guitars at the church, but Jose
Bernardo couldn't play. She could and was soon
giving classes at night for the young people.
There was a regular doctor, Esteban, but he only
spent about one week a month in Los Cientificos.
He was a recent graduate of medical school who
was paying for his education by doing a year's
"social service" in a rural area, as all Mexican
doctors are required to do. He was tall, thin, and
energetic, and what he lacked in experience he .
made up for in enthusiasm. He spent most of his
time in the outlying villages, much as Jose
Bernardo did. When it became known that Alicia
also had some medical training, people lined up
at the churchhouse door from early in the
morning to wait for her.
In a place where most of the men could be seen
crossing town in the dark before dawn, tools over
their shoulders on their way to their milpaas, Jose
Bernardo and Alicia were considered late risers
because they had breakfast at eight. Their house
was open, with no front door, and they ate in a
covered patio. The people who came, mostly
women carrying babies in shawls strung from
their shoulders, sat discretely out of sight until
breakfast was done and the dishes washed. Then
Alicia would begin to receive them. Most
problems were minor, children with diarrhea, or
eye infections for which she recommended a
wash of camomile tea. Malaria and dengue fever
were common in the area, but well within her
abilities to treat. Esteban welcomed her and often
came for dinner. He and Alicia learned much
from each other. They sorted through the boxes of
donated medicines and extracted the useful ones,
salves and mild pain killers mostly. The
dangerous and expired ones they took to an
empty lot and burned, where the various bottles
and packages burst and flared in an incredible
array of exotic colors.
Jose Bernardo liked Esteban, and when they
met out in the country, they always spent time
comparing notes. The priest let the doctor know if
he'd seen anyone that required immediate
attention. Children and broken bones go together,
and it was not uncommon to see men with
crooked forearms, the result of childhood breaks
improperly set. Esteban enhanced the priest's
medical knowledge, teaching him useful home
cures. He also taught him how to set simple
breaks, but the sight of crooked limbs turned the
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priest's stomach. He wouldn't admit it because he
liked to believe he feared nothing in this world,
except God, and since God lived in the people, he
didn't find much cause for fear there. But broken
bones continued to tum his stomach.
The young doctor treated the priest almost as a
master, or guru. Jose Bernardo chided Esteban
because he was leaving at the end of the year for a
high paying job in the capital. Esteban would
stammer, saying that he'd like to stay, but
couldn't. He had to repay his parents for all
they'd done for him. Jose Bernardo would've
liked to see him stay. Of all the young men who
came year after year, Esteban was one of those
rare ones who were born to the country. He loved
the outdoors, the people, and seemed to thrive on
country food, which consisted mainly of be~s,
rice, and fideo (a very thin noodle prepared m
soup).
, ..
But the priest began to resent Esteban s v1s1ts
to the house. He and Alicia got along too well,
trading jokes and friendly insults, making eac~
other laugh. Jose Bernardo joined in at first, usmg
Esteban's visits as a pretext for having a couple of
stiff shots of tequila before going to bed. But soon
he began to eye the young man with suspicion.
His familiar way with Alicia lacked the proper
respect for a nun (something he'd never worried
about before). Alicia seemed to enjoy it, and Jose
Bernardo began to withdraw from the
conversations, sometimes retiring to his room
earlier than usual. When he did, he didn't sleep,
but lay awake hearing every word that passed o~t
in the patio, annoyed by the laughter. He couldn t
sleep until the young doctor had gone, and the
house was quiet again.
Jose Bernardo tried to work his milpa every
day. Los Cientificos was an ejido, communal l_and,
where every man was assigned a plot according
to his needs or what he thought he could work.
The priest's was smaller than most, and he really
only worked out of love. He had an affinity f~r
growing things. When he touched the sprouti~g
shoots of corn, they seemed to grow twice as big
by the next day. When he pulled the weeds
growing near the young plants, new ones never
replaced them, or they only came up far away
where they couldn't choke the young com. For
this reason the men listened to him, and he
convinced them to grow other crops like
watermelon and pineapples, which always
thrived on his land, but sometimes wilted in his
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neighbors' plots. But his herb gardens were a
success, and nearly every family had one outside
their house. Alicia came out to help him when she
was free, and he enjoyed having her near when
he worked. His milpa had always been his private,
solitary place, but he could sense that even his
plants responded to her presence. She soon
learned that he really didn't want any help with
the work, and didn't need it. Every plant was like
a child to him, and he had to touch each one, just
as she did the children on their visits to the
countryside. The milpa was one place where he
was never overworked or hurried.
She came on the pretext that she should know
the work if it ever became necessary, but she
really went to watch this funny little man totally
at peace. The feeling was contagious, and she
always went away with twice the energy as
before. She spent hours watching him bend over
his plants, his dark rimmed glasses looking as if
they'd fall from his long straight nose at any
second. She'd heard of him before she came to
Los Cientificos. He had a reputation for being
tough , direct, and demanding, and everyone in
the diocese wanted to work with him. To those
who had lived with him, it was a source of pride
that they'd passed his rigorous standards and
could count him as a special friend. Alicia had
been apprehensive on the bus ride out. The
bespectacled gnome she encountered in no way
fit the image of the roaring giant she'd expected.
But he was a giant of a man, a giant in a small
body, and she loved to watch him with his plants.
At first her presence by the field made him
nervous, then he got used to it, and it became as
much a part of the peace he felt as the burning
sw1 or the total calm. More than any other time,
those hours he worked his tiny plot, as she sat
watching from the hillside, arms wrapped around
her ankles, he felt united to her in a way he
couldn't have spoken because he never really felt
it happen.
Alicia was thirty-five, had lived in many
places, and had seen more of life than many
women her age. She'd cared for women beaten by
their husbands. She'd watched a man with his
wife on her deathbed sit his children at the table
and tearfully try to learn the mysteries of the
kitchen, then struggle to hitch the baby from the
shawl, as his wife so effortlessly did, so he could
go for medicine. She'd watched a young girl she
knew she could save die because a bruja, a witch,
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wouldn't let her enter the house; then she had
been forced to sit up all night with the body while
the same old hag led the wailing. She'd
reattached chunks of flesh back on to arms and
legs after accidents or drunken machete fights.
And she'd been the one to gently close the eyes of
those that had slipped from her grasp. But she
was also innocent; that was part of her charm. As
she sat watching the priest, with her chin on her
knees and an admiring smile on her face, she had
no idea that anything out of the ordinary might
be happening. She'd chosen to work among the
poor, and that had brought her many happy
moments. To her, this was just another one. The
warmth she felt in watching this scene was
nothing more than one of the benefits that came
with the life she lived, or so she thought.
One day after she'd been there about three
weeks, they were returning from the milpa late in
the afternoon.
"What would you like for dinner tonight?" she
asked.
"It doesn't matter. Whatever you fix is fine
with me."
"You never tell me what you like," she
scolded. "I want to fix things you like, but you
never tell me, and you never say if you don't like
something."
"I said it doesn't matter, and it really doesn't.
Believe me, I'm not trying to be a humble priest
who never complains, but after eating my own
food for so long, everything you prepare tastes
great, not to say it isn't delicious anyway."
"You're lucky you caught yourself," she
laughed, "or you'd be back eating your own food
starting tonight. And I do believe you. I've seen
what you eat when I'm not here, beans and a
piece of meat. Haven't you ever heard of fruit or
vegetables? There's a wonderful round fruit you
can buy in the market, it's called an orange."
"All right, all right," he laughed. They reached
the house, and saw another Jeep parked out front
similar to his. "It's Rudy," he said.
'
"Who's Rudy?"
"~y c?usin. He's a priest, too. He lives up in
the hills, m Pozo Negro. I hardly ever see him.
He's probably with Cecilia, she's a sister, too."
~ey entered the house. Rudy sat at the table,
peeling an orange, while a woman fixed dinner.
She was dressed just like Alicia, in jeans and
sneakers, and was a little older and plumper than

Alicia, with a handsome round face and a feature
very rare among nuns-very long hair. It was
straight and black and hung down past her waist.
Alicia would never have identified Rudy as Jose
Bernardo's cousin. They were as different in
appearance as a jaguar and a mole. Rudy's
complexion was dark and ruddy. He had a
square, rugged jaw, unruly black hair (lots of it),
and well-defined arm and chest muscles that gave
him the look of an athlete. There was something
strange about Rudy and this nun. Alicia couldn't
quite say what, but something, a feeling.
Rudy and Jose Bernardo had grown up
together in a small town in the northern state of
Zacatecas. They'd both found they had the
vocation for the priesthood, and they'd both come
down to this southern diocese to work. That part
was no accident.
In 1964, the Second Vatican Council made a
very simple statement that would shake the
Church to its roots. This innocuous statement
simply said that the Church should make "an
option for the poor." Many church people took
this statement immediately to heart. It seemed to
embody, in just five words, exactly what they
thought their vocation for God had always meant
to be, "an option for the poor." A movement
called Liberation Theology was born, and priests
and nuns flocked to work for bishops who
embraced it. They worked to educate the poor in
the cities and the campesinos in the country as to
how they could better their lives, not only
spiritually through God, but economically
through better use of their land and resources,
and politically through organization of
cooperatives and unions. Many went on to
espouse and support revolutionary movements
throughout Latin America and the world. Of
course, they were accused of being Communists,
and many paid with their lives. Instead of
recognizing them as martyrs, the church
hierarchy, including the Pope, tried to discourage
their activities and wished that the statement
could somehow be taken back.
Rudy and Jose Bernardo were physically
different, but they both shared that burning faith
that had brought so many others to this southern
diocese where that "option" was not merely
rhetoric, but a way of life. There was one other
important difference between the two cousins as
well. Alicia had sensed it as soon as she entered
the house, only she didn't know yet what it was.
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Rudy had a woman-Cecilia. It was an open
secret in the diocese. Cecilia, being new, hadn't
known. No one ever spoke of it, not even Rudy
and Jose Bernardo. But if Rudy was reassigned,
Cecilia went with him. They'd been in Pozo
Negro for four years now.
That night they ate, talked, laughed, and about
nine o'clock took out the tequila bottle. Alicia had
a shot-she liked a drink once in a while. There
was a tangible closeness between Rudy and
Cecilia. Alicia felt it, finally recognized it for what
it was, and enjoyed the obvious warmth that
passed between them, although they never
touched. They both took to Alicia, especially
Rudy, who roared at her stories of his cousin's
eccentricities that no one else ever dared mention
to his face.
"He intimidates most of the men," said Alicia.
"He's always right and always has to have the
last word, but when one of them stands up to
him, it's so funny. He looks like someone has just
slapped him in the face, kind of stunned."
Jose Bernardo had that very look on his face
now. ''That's not true. I don't do that."
Rudy and Cecilia both laughed. Rudy said,
"You should see yourself this minute."
Alicia went on. "Then the poor men end up
apologizing for being right."
They all laughed and talked freely, but about
halfway through the evening, Alicia thought she
caught Rudy eyeing her in a way she didn't
understand. It wasn't an unfriendly look, more of
a curious one. As they got ready to leave, Cecilia
said to Rudy, "Okay, give me the keys to the
Jeep."
"I haven't had that much to drink."
"I know you haven't, but I haven't had
anything at all, and we don't need an accident
involving a priest who smells of tequila. I'm a
better driver than you anyway. I'll drive home."
Rudy gave her the keys. Jose Bernardo walked
them out. Alicia went into her room and looked
out through the window. Cecilia was behind the
wheel, but Rudy hung back, talking to his cousin.
Alicia was sure he had something on his mind. If
he did, he didn't say what it was, but he waited a
long while before getting in next to Cecilia and
calling out "Ahi nos vemos, primo ."
That night Jose Bernardo lay in bed, unable to
sleep or get Alicia off his mind. His thoughts and
feelings were a jumble. Until now he'd been
content just having her in the house; he'd slept
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more peacefully knowing she'd be there in the
morning to greet him with her dimpled "buenos
dias," and that shock of gray in her black hair that
accentuated her youth and good looks. But
tonight something changed. Rudy and Cecilia's
presence made something happen, something
that wouldn't let him sleep. What was it? When
exactly did it start? He wasn't sure. It seemed that
at some point Alicia had become suddenly
protective of him. She continued making jokes
about him, and Rudy laughed harder than Jose
Bernardo had seen him do in a long time. Still,
even as she made fun of him, she seemed to be
checking on Rudy to make sure it was okay to do
it in front of him, that he wouldn't harm Jose
Bernardo in some way. When she was satisfied
that it was, she went on with gusto. Protective,
was that it? He wasn't sure of anything right now,
only that it felt good. Or was he becoming
protective of her? At some point it seemed some
signal had passed between them. He'd wanted to
reach over and touch her arm and wouldn't have
been surprised to have her lean her head on his
shoulder. What was he thinking? He was a priest;
she was a nun, but he couldn't make himself stop.
He didn't know that a casual observer seeing
them all together would've easily assumed he
was watching two married couples, good friends,
enjoying a simple evening in each other's
company. That observer would have seen nothing
out of the ordinary-for two married couples.
All night he was tortured by warring impulses.
He felt guilt and tried to reach out to God, to
explain, to confess and ask forgiveness for his
sinful thoughts, but God wasn't there, only his
guilt. He felt exhausted at how just the simple
presence of one person made him feel like
dancing, but then came the guilt again, guilt for
what he was feeling about the innocent young
woman in the other room. What would she think
if she knew? Could she possibly be feeling similar
things about him? Then he felt shame for thinking
such things. But could she? How would he be
able to face her tomorrow after what he'd thought
about her tonight?
He would soon find out. Precisely at five-thirty
the loud speaker across the plaza blared out. It
came on every morning at this time to make the
daily local announcements. It was mounted on
top of old Roberto's house and cackled full of
static, almost unintelligible like the voice of a
stewardess on an airplane, but louder and jarring.
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"Senora Anaya killed a chancho, a pig. There's
sabroso ham and bacon available. Senor Luna still
has liver left over from yesterday's beef. Get it
early. Dona Lupita's feet are still bothering her.
Can someone bring her tortillas this morning?"
He almost expected to hear, "The Padrecito has
been thinking about the pretty young nun all
night."
The loudspeaker woke him, Alicia, and the
doctor up every morning. They were the only
three people in town not starting their day at that
hour. They had learned to roll over and go back
to sleep. But Jose Bernardo was still awake and
dreaded the moment he would have to face Alicia
with guilt all over his face. She would see it, he
could hide nothing from her. He finally heard her
get up and take a cold shower. (They only had
cold water.) When he heard her return to her
room, he showered also. When he could avoid it
no more he went out onto the patio. She had her
back to him at the stove. She heard him, turned,
looked into his eyes, smiled, and said, "Why
don't you go over to Senor Luna's and get the rest
of that liver.,"
He went off to buy the meat, stunned by her
apparently normal attitude, not knowing she'd
also spent most of the night awake, wondering at
this strange new turn in her life. She, too, felt
something special had passed between them,
something warm and comfortable. She thought a
long time about this little man who'd awakened
something new in her, about her vocation as a
nun, her dedication to the poor, and decided she
didn't want to give any of them up. He was
starting to need her, and she liked being there for
him. Life in Los Cientificos was perfect; she didn't
want to end it. She didn't know what would
happen between the two of them, but whatever it
was, it couldn't be bad. The man was as close to
being a saint as anyone she'd ever met. How
could anything he did possibly be sinful? Was she
an evil influence? She discarded the idea, almost
laughing. She wasn't evil. The thought of Rudy
and Cecilia gave her hope. They'd adjusted to
their life, and no one judged them. She would just
wait and see how things developed. Her biggest
worry was Jose Bernardo himself. She knew his
vocation and his work were his whole life,
without them he would cease to exist. If he
couldn't be a priest, working his land, and
helping his people he would drift away, dis
appear like an echo. She was determined not to

hinder him in any way, but to add to his life,
make it better for her being a part of it. That's
why she confronted him in the morning with a
normal, pleasant face, and unknowingly sent him
off in such a quandry to buy the liver.
After breakfast, the priest left to inspect the
weaving and shoemaking shops that had been set
up in an extra room at the school. He'd convinced
the people of town to buy a loom, which they
dismantled and sent to Pozo Negro, where Rudy
had set up a carpentry shop. There they made
four more looms and sold them to Los Cientificos
on credit. The women spent part of their day
weaving cloth in the intricate patterns of the area.
He'd also brought in a shoemaker to teach the
men to make shoes, which they sold on market
days in neighboring towns. The projects had been
such a success that people were waiting to get
time on the available looms and cobbler's
benches, and construction was going on of
another small building to house additional
equipment being made in Pozo Negro. The
people of town marketed their own work, and
bought their own material; he only inspected for
quality. As he left, he said goodbye t? Alicia, .who
was starting to attend to the people hned up m
front of the house. She smiled at him. Did the
women in line notice a difference between them?
They were sharp-eyed, these women. If they
didn't catch on now, they would soon enough.
At the shop he tried to concentrate on his
work, but kept seeing Alicia's smile in front of
him. He examined the tightness of the weave and
the strength of the shoes. He was det~r~ed that
no inferior work leave the shop. He d1dn t know
what gift he had that allowed him to excel at
work he'd only seen done a few times. The
workers chafed under his strict inspections, but
accepted his criticisms because they knew he w~s
usually right and they had learned not to take his
gruff ways personally. But today he could~'t
concentrate. He caught himself daydrearrung as
the women showed him their work. He let
another woman point out that one of the new
girls was still weaving too loosely, something he
would normally have caught himself and jumped
in to show the girl how to do it properly. Today
he just told her how and wandered o~t, ending
up sitting out back of the shop watching the
children play in the schoolyard.
The hours dragged on until two o'clock when
he went home to eat. Alicia greeted him with a

smile and a steaming dish of liver and onions
with tomato and chili, a dish he loved, especially
the way she prepared it. But today he had no
appetite and just picked at it. She reached over
and put her hand on his.
"Are you all right, Jose Bernardo?"
"I don't know. I'm just not very hungry
today."
She removed her hand and said nothing.
The afternoon was as bad. He went to work his
milpa, but even that didn't calm him. Alicia didn't
join him, sensing that he needed to be alone. He
did, but still he looked at the spot were she
usually sat, wishing she were there, glad that she
wasn't. He returned from the milpa, earlier than
usual and more agitated than when he left, and
lay on his bed. He heard her in the patio
preparing dinner. Usually he went out to help;
today he didn't. She finally called him for
dinner-leftovers from the afternoon's liver and
onions-and tried to make small talk, not
knowing what else to do.
"Do you know Alma Delia who comes for
guitar lessons?" she asked, referring to a lively,
dark-skinned girl of about fifteen who was
quickly becoming a woman.
Jose Bernardo just nodded.
"She came by today, just after you left. She said
she needed to talk to a woman. She was heart
broken, as if I'm an expert in such things. This
morning early she was waiting by the road for
Herminio you know the one who's father cut
himself with the machete a couple of weeks ago."
The priest nodded again.
"Well, she waited and waited, ready to run
away with him. They were going to go to
Comalapa. He never came, and finally she went
home before her parents missed her. About noon
she saw him in his father's truck with another
girl."
Normally, Jose Bernardo would have laughed
and made a comment, but now he barely
managed a smile.
"Young girls," she said, almost to herself." At
that age they don't know what they're getting
into."
After dinner he said he had work to do, went
into his room, and lay down on his bed again.
Alicia didn't mention the fact that he usually
washed dishes after dinner, and she started to
dean the table herself. Young people began to
arrive for the guitar class. He heard them
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laughing and talking. Once, he went out to the
bathroom. They all stopped and said, "Buenos
dias, Padre." He greeted them, too. On his way
back, he noticed Alma Delia smiling at one of the
boys. He didn't even smile.
After they left, he stayed on the bed. He was
tired, but couldn't sleep. He heard Alicia getting
ready for bed, then silence for a long time. He
could hear every movement of the house as it
settled in the evening cool. After what seemed
like hours, there was movement in Alicia's room
Then, suddenly, she was standing in his doorway
in her robe.
"Can I talk to you?"
He pushed himself up. She turned on the light
and sat on the bed. "The other night," she said,
"when Rudy was here, something happened. I
don't know exactly when, but sometime during
the night I discovered I had a very special feeling
for you, more than just friends." She looked at
him, waiting.
His first feeling was incredible joy. He wasn't
dreaming; she felt it, too. Then came the guilt
again, almost immediately, but not as bad as
before. At least he wasn't alone. He looked into
her eyes and saw a look he'd never seen directed
at him before-love, the love of a woman. It made
his head swim and the room go around. All he
could say was, ''Yes, I felt it, too."
She lay down, her body curled around his feet,
her head level with his waist, face in her hand,
and looked up at him. "What are we going to
do?"
"I don't know." He wanted to reach out and
touch her face.
Sensing it, she took his hand and put it on her
cheek. Her skin was cool and smooth-and it was
magic-the most wonderful skin he'd ever
touched. A sudden shiver ran up his arm to his
shoulder and spread to every part of his body,
jerking his toes. He moved his hand along her
chin toward her ear, and his shoulders
shuddered. He looked into her eyes and saw love
corning from somewhere inside them. He tried to
tell her what he felt, but there were no words. He
could only stare back into them and hope she saw
in his what he saw in hers. It wasn't good enough;
he wanted her to feel the wondrous joy he was
feeling. He moved his hand on her face, to her
neck, searching for a way to tell her, to
communicate with his hands what he couldn't
with words. Somehow the movement of his hand

on her skin seemed to convey it. She took his
hand in hers again and put it to her mouth.
She kissed his hand. Her eyes no longer met
his, but studied each crevice of his hand, then
kissed it. He felt her eyes bum his hand, then
soothe the bum with a kiss.
He touched her skin, caressing her face and
neck again, then found her shoulder, even
smoother than her face, and another, more
intense, shudder shook her body. She moved up
so that her eyes were level with his. They kissed,
and their tongues wound around each other's. It
felt strange to him, but he couldn't stop. Then her
head was on his chest, her arms on his shoulders.
Her touch set his hands free, and he found them
under her robe, on her side, her stomach, with no
direction, going wild exploring her body. She
moved closer to him, and her breasts touched his
chest. He lay forward on top of her, moving his
chest over her. Her eyes closed, her head arched
back exposing her neck and the tilt of her chin. He
buried his face in her neck, kissing it, his hands
still going crazy over her body. One hand moved
between her legs, found a wet spot, and moved
inside, unguided. She groaned, her eyes opened
wide, staring at the ceiling. He jumped back. She
looked to be in great pain. He thought he'd hurt
her somehow.
"I'm sorry," he said. "Did that hurt? I'm
sorry."
Her eyes focused on him, returning to reality,
then she looked down at the bed. "No, it felt
wonderful."
"I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I don't know what
happened. I've never done that before. I'm sorry."
"Neither have I," she replied. "Don't be sorry."
"We shouldn't be doing this; you shouldn't be
here."
"Do you want me to go?"
"No, but we shouldn't be doing this." His hand
reached for her again.
She took it, stopping him gently. "That's
enough for now. I have to think about all this."
"What is there to think about. I've gone crazy."
"No, you haven't. What we're feeling is
natural. It's that we took a vow that we would
e~clud_e this from our li~es. But there's nothing
sinful m what we re feeling, maybe there is in
what we're doing. I don't know."
"What are you saying? Are you saying you
think it's all right?"
1

"No, I don't think it's all right. But then, no
one's ever made me feel the way you do, and
somehow it doesn't feel wrong or bad."
Those words, Jose Bernardo couldn't believe he
was hearing those words, and from such a
beautiful creature. To think that he, small and
ugly as he was, could make someone feel that
way. It made everything else seem unimportant.
She took his hand again. "I'm going to my
room now. I have a lot to think about."
When she was gone he lay back on his pillow,
full of wonder at the miracle that had taken place.
But exhaustion overcame him, and he fell asleep.
He was up at six-thirty as usual. The night before
seemed like one of those dreams that you wish
would go on forever, except that this time when
he woke, it was still there. As he showered and
dressed, he worried that perhaps Alicia had
changed, that the feeling had disappeared, and
she might be cold to him. But his first look at her
banished that idea completely. She was at the
stove, singing.
"Good morning," she said. "How did you
sleep?"
"I passed out."
"So did I. What do you have planned for us
today?" ·
"I thought I'd go to San Cristobal to make my
report to the bishop and order the windows for
the new workshop. We haven't been to the village
around Santa Julia for a while. Why don't you
take the Jeep and do that. I'll take the bus. I can
easily be back by tonight."
"Fine, I feel like a nice drive in the country."
He was waiting at the plaza when the bus came.
"Buenos dias, Padrecito," said the bus driver. "Is
the Jeep broken?"
"Buenos dias, Cucho. No, the sister has the Jeep
today." He sat down to enjoy the ride, feeling
great. But by the time he reached San Cristobal,
three hours later, his hands were shaking. What
had he been thinking? He'd sinned against God
and his vow in an unspeakable way. He'd
touched a woman carnally, the one thing above
all others that was forbidden him. By the time he
got off the bus he thought God, who'd always
been his constant companion, might strike him
down at any time. He'd betrayed Him, his best
friend.
Even the bishop commented on his condition.
"You look shaken, Jose Bernardo. We sent you
help to alleviate your work load, not for you to
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take on twice as much as before."
"I've been like this for a few days," he
answered. "I think I might be getting a flu."
"Well, take it easy. You have help now, and
very capable help. You let Alicia take some of the
work."

"Yes, sir, I will, and thank you. She's a most
capable woman."
Alicia took one look at him that evening and
rushed to him. "What's wrong?"
"We have to talk."
"Of course."
They sat down at the table. He began
immediately. 'We were terribly mistaken to
believe what we did is all right. It's not, it's a sin,
a horrible sin. We've offended God. He'll punish
us."
"Jose Bernardo, I never said what we did is all
right. I said that what we feel is natural, a natural
human desire. So, it isn't as if we committed a
crime, like murder. But we did break a vow, a
promise, a very serious one to God, and, I have to
admit, only half of me feels sorry."
They talked late. He would tell her how
wonderful she made him feel, then bring up the
punishment he was sure they'd receive, all the
time wanting to reach out and touch her. Finally,
after midnight, they went to bed. She kissed his
cheek and said, "Try to rest, and please don't
think so much about guilt. I feel guilty, too, but I
want to find a way for us to be happy-and to
continue to love each other. Don't let me do it
alone, help me find a way. Good night."
Jose Bernardo got worse. He couldn't sleep; his
nights a torture of desire for Alicia, alternating
with guilt for what he felt. During the day, Alicia
would touch him gently, trying to calm him, or
she would rub his shoulders as he sat miserable at
the table. She kissed his cheek before they went to
bed. And always, she remained cheerful, trying to
bring normalcy to the house, while inside she
disintegrated from watching him suffer. She went
to him once more at night, thinking her presence
might reassure him, help him overcome the
darkness he lived in. It was a mistake; in the
morning, he was worse. She decided to ask for a
transfer away from the diocese. At first she
considered not telling him, but decided that
wasn't fair. He said nothing when she told him.
"Please, Jose Bernardo, tell me what you're
thinking.''
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He remained silent, looking at the table.
"Say something to me."
"I guess it's for the best."
"I know it's for the best. You know I don't
want to leave you, but I can't stand to see you this
way. After I go, things will be normal again,
you']] get better."
"Things will never be normal again."
"I know, they won't be for me, either, but we
can't live like this. It's better if I go."
"I don't want you to go."
"You said yourself, it's for the best."
"I know it is. It's the right thing to do."
"All right then, I'll write the bishop a letter. I'll
say my mother's not well, that I need to be closer
to her."
"Please don't go."
"Oh, Jose Bernardo." She walked around
behind him and put her arms around his neck. "I
don't want to go, but it's better this way."
"Please don't go."
She didn't write the letter. She didn't go,
hoping he would improve. He didn't. His hands
shook when he taught at the loom or when he
pulled tight on the leather at the cobbler's
benches. The people of town began to worry
about him. It all came so quickly that no one
suspected what caused his illness. (At least, we
think no one suspected, but in a small village like
Los Cientificos, where little goes undetected, who
can say for sure.)
He lost weight, and weeds sprouted in his
milpa. When he worked it, he did so mechanical1y,
without joy. The com plants started to turn
yellow; the weeds began to spread. They realized
the master wasn't interested anymore, and they
could thrive with impunity, choking the com
completely, or letting it grow a little, at their
whim.
She called Esteban. He came immediately, and,
of course, could find no symptoms. He wanted to
send Jose Bernardo for tests, but the priest
refused. "ParJavor, Padrecito, a loss of appetite
and extreme shaking can be a sign of many
things, some easy to cure, some very serious. The
tests will tell us where to start."
"I know my body better than anyone. I don't
need any tests." He was right, he knew what the
problem was.
"There's nothing I can do," Esteban told Alicia.
"He won't cooperate." He noticed bags beginning
to form under her eyes. "You need some rest, too.
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I can't have both of you collapse on me. Take
these." He gave her some pills.
She went to Pozo Negro where she talked to
Rudy and Cecilia. "My cousin is not me," Rudy
told her. "He can't live Jike I do. You should have
known him better when you started this. But, no,
no one can plan these things."
He returned with her to Los Cientificos. He
cried to see his cousin, whose eyes were red, hair
wild, and his skin becoming transparent. With
tears in his eyes, he stayed with Jose Bernardo all
day. Finally, he told Alida," "Damn him, he's
stubborn as an elephant. No one can talk to him.
I'm afraid for him. I'm going to see the bishop,
right now."
"What will you tell him?"
"That he's exhausted. He must go home to
Zacatecas. Where's the doctor? I'll take him with
me."
The order came. Jose Bernardo was given a
year to rest, and ordered to undergo medical
treatment. Alicia asked for her transfer, but
agreed to wait until the new priest came so she
could help him get started.
The morning that Rudy came to take his cousin
away, Jose Bernardo was silent. Alicia had
promised to write to him and come see him when
he was better. The small priest had to be helped
into the Jeep.
Alicia watched him go and wondered how all
this had happened. Something beyond her control
had taken her life and twisted it into an
unrecognizable knot. She knew that the man she
loved was leaving, tom by guilt she didn't know
how to fight. She knew that she should be the one
who could cure him, could almost feel it at her
fingertips, but that cure remained somewhere just
beyond her grasp. She also knew that she would
probably never see him again.

Manuel R. Garcia's fiction has previously
appeared in Nexus. He currently lives in
San Miguel de Allende, Mexico.

SUDDEN

Christopher Heila
For over a year, she had been at his bedside,
tending to his needs, knowing that at any time he
could pass away.
"I'm going to be with you all the time," she'd
say.
He knew she wanted to be with him when he
died-to say goodbye, to hug, to kiss. He
expected a peaceful death. His doctor had
explained it quite well-his old, weak heart
would simply stop beating. There would be little
warning and no pain. Simple and sudden.
They had moved out west, where better air and
mild weather would help his condition. A small
rented cottage on a lakeshore became their home.
He liked to watch the water sparkle at sunset and
imagine he was walking in heaven. He didn't
have a lot to show for his many years of work in
the shipping yard, but it was enough to finish his
life in comfort. He knew that his wife would have
only a small income after he passed away. He
didn't like facing his death with a debt to her that
he couldn't repay-he wanted these last years to
be for her.
All but the present seemed foreign to him; his
confinement had slowly diminished his
attachment to the emotions and memories of the

past. The smallest activities in each additional day
occupied him fully.
From his bed, they saw a pair of cardinals fly
to the feeder. The male's bright colors caught his
wife's attention. The cardinals were her favorite
birds-they were always attentive to each other,
and she had heard that they mate for life. She
walked to the patio window to admire them. He
looked at her standing quiet and still. She seemed
to be so far away from his side. He shifted to
move himself up in the bed and felt a sudden
twinge in his chest-it made his entire body
stiffen, but it was not painful. He had felt them
before, but unlike the others, this spasm did not
subside. He wanted to call to her but he was
unable to utter any sound.
"I'm going to get closer to them," she said, as
she slowly slid the glass door open. Without
looking back at him, she carefully stepped out
onto the patio.
He tried to reach her through his mind, but his
thoughts failed him. As he felt his head drop back
against the pillow, he tried to smile. She was .
moving toward the birds, one short s!ep at _a time.
They stopped their feeding and sat still, pmsed
for flight.

Christopher Heila's fiction has appeared in the Dallas
Review. He received his M.F.A. in Writing from
Vermont College and now lives in Ithaca, New York.
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IT'S THE TRUTH

THE GARGOYLE

Lee Bridges

Kristen Laughlin

And they came from all around to look at it
And they began to laugh
And how they laughed & laughed & laughed.
Then quietly in solemn dignity it looked
Aboutand
Noticing that all of them were laughing
Every single one of them from
Every single point of view were
Laughing and laughing and laughing
It lifted its voice and joined in laughter
With them.

The gargoyle has shameless feet and
spidery hands, and
he paces in sullen silence.
He likes bats.
The hairs on his massive neck
bristle with prickly rage
when he is mistaken for a statue.
He wants to sleep
naked every night.
Turned inside-out, he is summer.
I've always wanted
to touch his cheek
with the back of my hand.

Suddenly they cursed and began to observe
Each, one the other from
The comer of an eye.

THE WAITER

Kristen Laughlin
The black-haired silky waiter
Fell to his slender satin knees and looked up, up,
For SomethingHis mouth dosed and unclosed, like a fish
And he vainly stared and cried
And he reached out long fingered hands that
clutched and scratched at nothing,
letting his white cloth flutter
to the crumby floor.
An obsolete menu-French speaking waiter
having a painfully mystical experience
on his coffeebreak.

Lee Bridges' poetry has appeared in Presence African the
Negro History Bulletin, Poetalk, and the White Rose
Literary Magazine. He has published two volumes of his

poetry and currently lives in Amsterdam.
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WATER, WATER EVERY
WHERE:

POSTMODERN

GUILLOTINE:

FAIRYTALE

Charlie Mehrhoff

Michael Kramer

i.

immediately sold as a souvenir
was the pine table
that Grant and Lee
signed the treaty of surrender on.
it was purchased for two ten dollar gold pieces
plunked down
by Phil Sheridan.
the table
then he gave
to his favorite young reckless general,
George Armstrong Custer,
who rode off into the west
with the table balanced on his head.
ii.

when i was ten years old,
on my birthday
i remember my dad
giving me
and then helping me glue together
a plastic model of a guillotine
complete with a plastic man
whose plastic head
was pegged into his neck somehow.
when the blade rolled down
the head would fall
into a basket,
bottom painted blood.

iii.

and i remember the first real live Indian people i ever saw
leaning up against a North Dakota bar
and then the old man outside
who looked into my eyes for a long time
before letting me go.
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I'm not in the mood for an adventure. But just
as I'm settling into my sanctuary, making myself
comfortable behind a screen of dense stinkweed,
the ugliest dog I have ever seen trots over the rise.
You know the kind I mean, with a face like a pig?
Then pig number two shows up, in the shape of a
man. He stumbles down the slope, waving a stick,
his eyes half closed and focused on the ground,
head tilted like a puzzled hound gone off scent.
Marie, I think, whatever this lost cause is missing
can't possibly involve you. I slip around to the
other side of a willow and hunker down. So much
for my tranquil day in Nature. In frustration, I
thump my forehead against the bark.
Fuck me in the heart. I drive fifteen miles east
of San Jose, tramp through hills of oak and
parched grass, backslide town a swale, and squat
behind a tree. And even then, there's no escape.
My stomach bubbles and bums. I don't ask
anybody for anything, just one safe place to
retreat when I'm not on shift at the Mud Melee. I
won't have my territory invaded. It's all I have. I
crouch at the base of the tree and squirm, swallow
the fireball that rises in my throat. Go away,
goddamn you. This drooping willow, these
wilted summer flowers are mine.
The mutt settles near my feet, out of the noon
sun, not threatening but conspicuous, a smart-ass
smirk on his pleased piggy face, tongue out.
Fuck you, I think. "Good boy," I growl.
Let me guarantee you this: I'm not running. I
don't run from anyone, count on that. I'm not
afraid either: I don't allow it. I can handle them.
They'll just have to find another tree, another
valley, a whole other world if possible.
The Lost Cause halts right on top of me. He's
as malnourished as his stick, with dry and
bloodshot eyes magnified behind Coke-bottle
lenses. Both his hands are stretched before him,
palms up and open like a beggar. The stick looks
like hazel maybe, a thin ''Y" with one branch in
each of his hands. The other end bobs between
me and the ground, nodding yes.
I've seen his like often enough while growing
up in the Panhandle in the '50s. Waterwitcher, we

called 'em. Dowser. This one leaning heavily to
vagrant.
Well, the best defense is good offense. I take a
draught of hot air, step from behind the tree.
"Looking for something?" I say.
He's not old, though not from lack of trying. If
he straightened his spine, he might be tall. If he
unscrunched his face he might be attractive,
handsome even, though awful parched and red. If
he opened his mouth, he might answer my
question.
But he doesn't. Instead he jerks his head up,
staggers backward three or four steps, blinks
twice.
I have this effect on males. Just keep going, I
want to yell at him, you're headed in the right
direction. My guts bum. I dig in my back pocket
for the cure, my cool blue bottle of Maalox. Dr. #1
tells me I have an ulcer. Dr. #2 tells me it results
from feeling one thing and saying another. So
what. Maybe. What's sure is Maalox is $5.49 at
Walgreens for twelve fluid ounces. Comes in
convenient tablets, too. You can always get it,
they never run out. I like that.
I gulp down a thick hit, and for a while the
volcano in my stomach is quiet.
"You look lower than a worm in drought," I
test the Lost Cause. I hate those fake niceties
people trot out when hiking. Let's see what we're
dealing with here.
He shakes himself a little, as if the vigor of his
stick finally reached his heart, got the blood
moving.
"Drought," he repeats in a croak, like the Tin
Man's first word in Oz. If I were Dorothy, I'd
have an oil can. I don't and I'm not, in a big way.
A Big Way. Three nights a week I wrestle in
the Big Mama Mud Melee in south San Jose, the
low-rent Mexicans and White Trash crowding the
pit, their tongues trilling Comanche whoops,
slurping Tecates, and bellowing for yours truly,
the Heavyweight Attraction. Actually, I've got a
master's in social psychology but I prefer to work
at the Melee. The professional world makes me
sick. It's all a sham, controlled by the patriarchy.
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We are meat under glass at their fantasy
supermarket, and they rock back in their fake
leather chairs and label us Prime, Choice, Grade
A, or less. They keep me in my place, I keep them
in theirs. They can look, but never touch.
It's not that I hate males. I really don't. It's just
that, wen, given the way they've screwed up the
world, and taking into account the millions of
years of oppression our sisters have had to
endure under them, it's hard to like them a lot.
But I really don't hate them.
Males are another species, beyond
understanding. I don't even try to imagine what
drives them to the Melee. I don't want to know
what twisted dreams they bring. And I don't
want to know what they take home, as long as it's
not my body. I wouldn't leave with one if he
asked me, count on that. Not if he begged.
"Drought," the Lost Cause says again, clearly
this time. Then the bum straightens up, attempts
dignity.
"R. Bradley Benbow," he announces, as if
we're diplomats meeting at a summit. When they
get formal on you, they're hiding something.
"You're standing on my vein," he says.
Water, he means, underground, but I check my
shoes like I would for dogshit. The pig/dog
sprawls out and begins to snore, as if his job was
done.
"Somewhere else is your best bet," I say. "I was
here first."
"You don't understand ... " he takes off, but I
nip that quick.
"Oh, I understand," I nod, summoning my
battle glare, crossing my arms over my breasts.
"You got forty square miles of woods and
grassland to tromp around, but I'm in your spot."
I come here for the solace of inanimation. The
oaks don't judge, the sun's eye doesn't leer, the
earth doesn't groan at the weight of my feet. And
I come here alone. Most of my women friends are
married. I'm 34 and in the last three years I've
been to nine of their weddings. Not that I care.
Nine. At Sandra's reception the bridal bouquet
was headed right for me. I turned and took it off
the shoulder, let it drop to the floor, so they
wouldn't get the satisfaction of watching me
reach and grab.
"Listen up," I tell the Lost Cause, in case any
doubt remains. "I'm not moving. You are."
All about he scouts, everywhere but at me. The
pig wakes long enough to check the scene,
resettles, zonks.
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"Perhaps I've miscalculated," he mutters. "I
appear, however, to be close in theory. My rod
picked up something. I suspect impermeable
stone near the surface, with a water vein running
between. Estimated flow at ten ga1lons per
minute." He pushes his glasses against his
forehead with one finger, like he's a rocket
scientist or something.
I'll bet his rod picked up. I'm setting my face in
granite, plus I'm getting bored. Plus hot. The lava
rises inside the volcano, cinders and ash steaming
out.
"Buzz off," I rumble, making a little hop,
flapping my arms. "Bzzzzzz."
He steps back. I've distracted him.
"I see," he says. "Well, would you have any
water then?"
I clamp my eyes on his "magic rod," for a few
long seconds, so he knows, then shake my head at
the ground.
"You came out here in August without a
canteen." An arid fact I enjoy declaring.
"I have been traveling," he murmurs, "and I'm
supposed to find my own."
That crosses even my line, so I walk to my
backpack and hand the sad thing my canteen. I
take an enormous swallow of Maalox, but it
doesn't even touch the burning. When he returns
the canteen I wipe the spout on my sleeve and
make to leave. I start for my pack, but the pig's
standing over it, tail down, growling.
"Call off your...dog," I spit.
"Off?" he suggests to the cur, with zilch effect.
He makes a move and the pig barks at him.
R. Bradley Benbow retreats and begins tapping
his stick against the tree trunk.
Goddammit to hell. I'm not leaving without
that backpack. I slug down more milky juice.
"Benbow," I say and squat on a flat rock,
"you're a lizard. And your dog is a pig."
Thock, thock, he knocks on wood.
"I'm sure of it," he murmurs. "There is water
near this tree."
"What's your home planet, Benbow?" I
wonder, incredulous. ''You're standing in a gully.
That's a willow, for Chrissake. Are you licensed by
some Dowser's institute? Shouldn't you be in
class today?"
Hassle aside, it's been kind of amusing. But
now I just want to escape. The pig is lying on my
pack, pondering us.
"What a loser," I mutter.

"Lose her?!" He snaps upright, his first sign of
real life, and in that instant he is someone else, all
unhinged passion, like lightning that's touched
down. In a flash he's closed half the distance
between us, and he's digging in my eyes, like I'm
concealing vital information.
Sweat seeps from under my hairline, trickles
down my cheek. I notice the heat. A squirrel
rustles the brush, and somewhere a grass fire is
burning, I smell it. All the muscles in his face are
distorted above his intensity. It's grotesque, but
for some reason I like him a little now. He's not a
total zombie. A butterfly of interest twitches in
my chest, shakes out its wings. I still figure I can
take him, if it comes to that. To be safe, I gather
my feet beneath me.
But R Bradley stops, his forward momentum
giving out, and backs up two steps, like all of a
sudden he's fathomed where and who he is. He
sinks to his knees, then sits on his heels and, the
storm quieting, stirs the dirt with his stick,
drawing circles. No: The same circle over and
over.
He reminds me of the fools that buy me weak
beers, at $2.00 a pop, between shows at the Melee.
Get 'em away from their bohunk accomplices and
they're bashful children, tracing water-rings on
the tabletops with their fingers. Their bluster
evaporates. The want to Talk.
The pig gets up, stretches, and snorts over to
me, wiggling its curly tail like it's found a pal.
Dodo me, I pet it. It's all too weird, I know, but
then, what else am I gonna do? Drive back to my
empty flat, eat Mars Bars, watch Happy Days
reruns on TV?
If, as it appears, we're both playing out some
cosmic joke, I resign to get it over with. Besides,
he's an interesting idiot.
"Benbow," I sigh, "what's your story?" and
goddamn but he proceeds to tell me, by fits an~
starts, though once the rust is out of the faucet, 1t
flows pretty regular. His voice is tired, low, and
distant, as if he hauls the words to me like stone
from far away.
Here's the nut of it: Seven years ago his wife
dumped him and took up with the bass player for
a Palo Alto blues band called Too Hungry To
Shave.
Celeste. He'd met her at 31 when he was just
beginning his probate law practice. She was his
first real love, and he'd waited awhile, so once
she showed up he dove into her like want into a
wishing well.
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She was beautiful, he says, staring at he sky,
and already I don't like her. I shift my weight.
The pig nuzzles my rib cage, and that stills me.
On he goes.
They'd had 14 good months, two bad ones,
then she'd vamoosed, though she hoped they
could stay "good friends." Which puts me in
mind of high school, being assured I had a "good
personality." It took a while to figure out what
that meant; I'd sleep alone. Back then my desires
erupted constantly, like my skin, fed by the oily
romanticism of novels and movies and songs. I
had one date. My father paid a kid $20 to drag his
fat, ugly daughter to the high school prom.
Standing at the top of the staircase in my gown I
saw the money change hands. It was like the
whole thing wasn't really happening to me, like
one of those out-of-body experiences, with me
floating above the whole wretched scene. So I
pretended I was really above it all. I waited a
minute, until I had my rage and desire firmly
locked inside. Then I called down from above, I
don't feel like dancing, and bolted the door to my
room.
I grope for the Maalox, but R. Bradley diverts
me. He is saying that the first two months after
the grand exit he spent being Stalwart, Manly,
and Adjustment Oriented. That didn't work out.
Then he tried various tactics of reconciliation. All
failed. Ditto for dating. He spent time with
friends, Jim Beam and Jose Cuervo prominent,
Henry Weinhardt back. At night he cruised _the
highways, up I-80 to Reno, down the numbing
void of 1-5. Sometimes he rolled down the
windows and yelled stuff. After a couple of years
he was beached, dry rotting. One fine April
morning he drew his savings from Security
Pacific Bank.
"I got in my car," he says, tracing loops
counterclockwise, "and drove forthwith, until the
land became clear and white and clean, until I
was too tired to feel anything, even tired. I landed
in Jubilee, southern New Mexico, a burg of scrub
desert, rock, sand, and minimal jocularity. For a
few years I holed up in a shack on the o~~kirts of
town, singing Hank Williams tunes, wnting
poems about the harsh ways of enchantment,
trying to figure what made the cacti grow. Then
the money ran out and I got hungry."
He smiles then, sheepish but with grit in it, and
I get a flash of what the ex might have seen in
him.
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"May want to shift to the shade," I say to him,
and he looks at the sun like there's three of them,
or none.
Head in my lap, the dog is making these
wonderful gurgling sounds that cause my nerves
to roll over and waggle their feet. It's a warm
feeling, not hot, as if the sparks that relay
sensation through my body had stopped
colliding, made friends. I balance the Maalox
bottle on my fingers, just to be sure it's there.
Let's see then. He's had some scrapers. All
right. Join the crowd.
"How'd you get started in your present. .. um?"
(lunacy, I think). "Occupation," I say.
Then he surprises me.
"It started as a scam," he fesses.
Earth to Benbow, we have contact. Now this is
more like it, something I can grip. I squint, try to
imagine him capable of flim-flamming anyone. I
shake my head, amazed at how people can
change.
"Some scam," I say. "Looks like you got the
short end of the stick. Ha ha."
He laughs and pulls off his glasses, and his
eyes return to normal size. They are blue. When I
meet them I see someone familiar, someone I
know. I look away.
"Maybe you're right," he laughs again, draws
my eyes back. Two of his teeth, I note, are missing
from the top row, another is crooked and sick in
the bottom. Mine are in bad shape, too.
Right then I want to say something to make
him feel better. I don't know what. Something to
salvage the day and make all this sweat
worthwhile. And I want him to keep talking.
While he's near, I want to hear his voice, watch
his face. He must not move.
On our behalf, I take a risk.
"I'd like to hear the rest of it," I blurt, and once
I'm over the hump of wanting anything from
him, much less asking for it, I feel better. It's like
the night my car broke down on Paloma Road,
miles from home. I sat in it scared for a while,
grinning around, pretending nothing was wrong.
Finally I got disgusted and got out. When at last I
began to walk, it was a relief.
He hesitates. No, I think he'll say, and I
prepare to pack up.
"Yes," he says, pulls a long breath, and begins
again.
It was the fifth year of a drought, R. Bradley
recounts, and the locals were desperate.

Desperate was a tool he could handle, at least in
other folks, having practiced at law. He read a
book, tied his hair in a bandanna, cut a likely
looking stick, and in an inspired spew of bombast
convinced the town council that for $2,000, half
up front, he'd scout out a well site, promising 42
gallons a minute within 50 feet, in a sub-surface
dome fed by more veins than a cow's heart. The
townsfolk drilled the next day, and the next,
through sheer rock at $10 a foot, to 300 feet before
they quit; such was the measure of their need. By
then, he was in Orem, Utah. New ballpark, same
game.
"Those were the days," R. Bradley confides,
"of calculation and usury. In a couple of years I
had a Chevy Blazer 4 x 4, loaded. I acquired new
clothes and attitudes. Everything but a tax
advisor. I gathered it all around me and kept
mobile, counseling myself often that it mattered.
Daytime was endurable. Nights I'd have the same
dream, that I was a little boy with his tongue
stuck to a block of dry ice. "Then," and he pauses
and manages another brittle grin, "conditions
turned serious."
Oh, I roll my eyes, so that was the festive part.
The late afternoon breeze wakes the willow, and
reminds me that darkness is near. He's tiring, and
I expect he'll end it soon. I can't let it end. The
Maalox bottle thuds in the dirt, but only a small
part of me notices. My concentration is elsewhere.
R. Bradley leans back against the tree and stares
up into the branches, and I grab the opportunity
to check him out close.
His face reveals everything. I watch its feature
film, in excitement at the anticipation of losing
myself, just for a while, in its story. His face has
the cast of a man who's been too long outside-
drained by the sun, hollow where the cheeks
should be lush, gullied between the eyebrows.
Oh, and his lips, what they might have been: His
lips are a waste, pinched and atrophied and raw.
Out of the branches come his eyes, and they
light on me. And goddamned if I don't hear
water! Running water! Our eyes are hammer
locked up, splashing and swimming together. At
first I don't trust myself; I don't tend to the
magical. But it's a sound like no other,
unmistakable, and in that instant I invite the
possible. I close my eyes and picture a brook,
clear and sweet, rushing toward me from a far
land, trickling through a fuming rift in the
volcano, finding a way in, at last washing cool

onto the magma. Then a hissing and melting
occurs, a small cloud forms, rises, and sails away.
I lay my hands on the ground. Under this rock
and dirt there is moist earth, and under that earth
a stream, maybe many of them, and I swear I can
hear the currents rushing together!
A movement breaks the spell. I glance to my
left and the dog is pissing on a bush.
Ah, reality. So much for hope springing
eternal. Again I'm paralyzed at the top of the
banister. But this time it's too late to pretend that I
hate to dance. I'm sick of pretending. The water
felt so good, so right and so strong, and it almost
reached me.
My fingers grip the dog's fur, my eyes grasp
this strange human, his form alien and akin, half
a fitted part. Will this man give me back the
years? Will he return what was stolen, my youth
without beer busts, without drive-ins, without
one slow dance? Will he stand outside the gym
with me while Percy Sledge wails "When a Man
Loves a Woman?"
"What's the fucking mutt's name?" I demand,
as if I intend to curse it. My heart's not in it,
though.
"Doesn't have a name," he says. "Do you?"
I shrug. To guard it now would be petty.
"Marie," I mumble.
For the first time he turns loose of his stick, lets
it rest in the dirt. I like that he's giving up
something, too.
"Fucking Mutt will do," he smiles at the dog.
"He won't come when called anyway, by any
name."
This time it's me that laughs. I can appreciate a
creature like that, and I ruffle up his patchy coat
to let him know. I feel like I'm supposed to be
pissed off, that somehow it's my role, but at the
moment I just can't. Being pissed off is nobody's
first choice, but at some point it becomes
accessible, easy to get your arms around, and
teeth into.
The stick lies between us, and my voice skitters
across it like a novice tightrope walker.
"In grade school," I say, "I had a daschund
named Weasel. He used to wait until I'd fallen
asleep, then come nosing at the covers."
Thirst, the volcano is a place of terrible thirst.
What a gamble to believe there is water beneath
it, water I might yet drink. Wait. Let me say what
I mean: I wonder what it feels like to be loved by
a man?
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"I'd hold up the covers, let him come in," I say.
"I'd let him sleep with me, fleas and all. Because I
wanted him to. And because he asked."
R. Bradley waits for more but that was plenty.
I've never told anyone about Weasel, and I don't
know why I did now. But he seems to under
stand, because he nods his head slowly a few
times while I try not to shake when I exhale.
"What happened then?" he finally asks.
"Nothing," I say. "Nothing at all happened
after that. Weasel got old and died of age. He was
cherished and had a happy life."
Lucky dog, I think. "How'd you hook up with
Fucking Mutt?" I steer him away.
"He found me," R. Bradley admits, "in a state
not on any map, and led me away from there. He
goes where he pleases. I. .. " and here he falters
some, but pushes through, "I, um.. .I guess I
follow."
"Not ~uch use for the stick, huh?" I prod.
He frowns at it and laughs once, sharp.
"Never found water," he allows, shaking his
head, then chuckling. "Not a drop in all those
years. I had no idea how deep the well would
need to be. You'd think, wouldn't you, that even
blind chance would provide a random strike at
least once?"
He stopped laughing, holds me again with his
eyes, and the butterflies go to flapping anew.
"The difference now," he says to me, "is now
at least I remember what I'm looking for."
While that sinks in, R. Bradley relates that he
drifted like a human tumbleweed, from misery
along a spiny path to, well, the next misery. To
make matters worse, he couldn't find dowsing
jobs, couldn't convince the townsfolk anywhere
that he could locate the sky in daytime. He
figured he'd bluff his way through this too, but
his losing streak dragged on until, like the
Chinese Water Torture, it wore a hole, drop by
drop, through his thick skull. There was only one
way left to go. In a brilliant stroke requiring seven
years, he took it.
The Blazer he presented to an old Hopi lady in
Phoenix after she, unsolicited, had smiled at him
and revealed a space between her teeth. He
slammed the door and began to walk.
An ugly dog was headed west. Not wanting to
travel alone, he fell in behind, and they shared
trash dumps and garbage cans and spare
quarters, and while these were modest spoils,
they were the first things he'd shared in some
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time. He found he missed sharing and he wished
to do more of it. He tramped along then, the stick
held before him, the dog before that, and almost
everything else behind.
When he lay down that night the desert was
cold and clear. There was no cover. He slept in
the open. The few things left about him were as
lucid as his view of the heavens: The breathing of
the dog, the clothes on his back, his stick, and a
black pit in his belly named Celeste that drained
every solution he could produce.
Red ants are crawling on our skin, hunting
food. My shift at the Mud Melee starts in an hour,
but my body isn't ready to leave. My legs are
numb from sitting with the dog on my lap. The
rest of me is very awake.
Fucking Mutt is at the trail-head, looking back.
R. Bradley shuffles over and squats next to me,
and I am terrified, not of violence, but of
something more dangerous and rare.
He offers his stick to me. When I touch it my
scalp tingles and the blood thumps in my ears,
that pulsing torrent, and I recall that once this
limb was connected to life, knows it still, never
can forget where a vein might be found.
I draw the stick to my breast. If it could talk it
would tell me of all the places it's been, of every
place it's searched. It would speak of failure. Like
an exorcist it would point and name each arroyo,
dusty street, dry well. It would tell me you can
need a thing so much that you hide it from
yourself. Bushes and trees become castles. Creeks
become moats. A life becomes a mountain of fire.
"I was all in when I saw you," R. Bradley says,
in a whisper so close it could be my own. "It
wouldn't have been possible to go on without
you."
Which means what? He's leaving, or he's
staying? But I have been listening, watching, and
I know exactly what to do. I close my eyes until
the volcano stops vibrating, until it is so still I can
feel the smallest sensation, the willow's roots
beneath me drinking or the growth of my hair.
Then I undergo a slow and honest search of his
face, to find what is there and what isn't. Relief is
there. Gratitude is there. Hope, also, I think. But
not desire. I don't see desire in him. I look for it,
though, and I'm proud of the courage in that.
This man will leave now. My first impulse is to
slap him. Whip! And there's for your precious

lover, there's a sting for us both, and though the
pain would fall equally upon my hand, even that
feeling is better than none.
Why her? I think. Why not me? is what I think.
What's wrong with me? I cannot stop this
thought.
"I'm a mud wrestler," I say instead. "I
fantasize all the time about taking one of the
customers home. He'd have to be drunk though.
I've imagined it all," I say to him, and this is hard,
and close to the thing I need.
"Crunching at 2 A.M. through the parking lot
gravel," I say. "Racing through the empty city,
the haloed street lamps a blur. Laughing when
the key misses the front door lock. Pushing him
down in the darkness. Pushing him down and
holding him there. That's as far as I've gotten,
though. It's not that I'm afraid of the night. What
always stops me is the morning, the look in my
stranger's eyes when he sees me in daylight. He
wouldn't be drunk then."
R. Bradley listens. It was his tum. His eyes
never leave mine. I pray he's not going to say
anything stupid and cheery.
''Well, Marie," he fumbles out. ''You and I..."
he croaks, but then I thank God that his throat
dries up and he starts to gag and hack. I hand him
my canteen.
He tips back his head for a long drink, then
smiles and shrugs as he returns my water to me.
It's okay, though, I don't need him to say
anything else. I've already filled in the blanks.
The truth is, he's not so different from the men
at the Melee. They come to gawk at a woman they
can do without, to bathe in the mirage of control.
Which means the rest of their lives they're not in
control, but chained to their yearnings, just like
every other body, full of fear and desperate thirst.
They need us, so they hate us a little. We need
them, so we hate them a bit, too. A full circuit.
Except some, like R. Bradley and me, have further
to go. And the worst thing is, there's nobody to
blame. It's nobody's fault.
I take his face between my hands and kiss him
a quick goodbye. It's something, it's all there is,
and as our lips part a little puff of smoke pops
out, as if the cool evening announced its presence,
or a burning died. He offers his arms, and we
help each other to our feet. He gives me an
awkward hug, and his chin collides with my
forehead, which hurts in a good way. Then he

turns and marches up the slope, overtaking the
dog who, after a moment of astonishment, falls in
behind.
I climb out of the gully to the top of the rise,
where it's lighter, and I can scope which trail to
take home. R. Bradley Benbow is striding
downhill, westward, knee-deep in wild wheat,
and I can just make out the switching curlicue of
Fucking Mutt's tail. In the elation of altitude I'm
imagining that next week I'll enroll in medical
school, write a book, travel to China. As I begin

the descent I understand that I will do none of
these things.
In the distance the bay reflects the last of the
sun, and beyond that, though I know the earth's
curve hides it, is the sea. I squeeze the stick and
my guts jump, the blood sings. Okay, then. I stare
down at the ground and concentrate on possible
things.
Swimming lessons, perhaps. There is water
everywhere.

Michael Kramer's fiction has appeared in
Whetstone, Nahant Bay, and Heaven
Bone. He currently lives in Reno, Nevada.
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Richard Kostelanetz
Thinking nothing, they said nothing more than,
yes, nothing.

So hard have I worked to conquer my innate
predisposition to anxiety, first with meditation
and then with drugs, that by now I expect to die
of hard work.

He celebrated his 80th birthday by bicycling
across America, sleeping by day, moving mostly
by night, to avoid newspaper reporters and other
aficionados of celebrity.

In writing, as well as in loving, he was
ambidextrous.

He relished paternity suits not as threats upon his
integrity but as opportunities to publicize his
potency.

Nothing plus nothing equals nothing, while
something plus something equals more than
something.

I just had a nice dream, but it wasn't live.

Returning from years abroad, the daughter
discovered that her late mother had willed all her
money to a cat who, in tum, willed it to another
cat.

Now that he was selected his hometown's water
commissioner, he had to decide, first, where to
purchase a house and, second, what might be his
next career move.
Once we had cockroaches; now we have pit-bull
terriers.

Three perils to avoid in the course of your nubile
live--men who are dumber than you, men who
are younger than you, and men who are poorer
than you, looks notwithstanding.

I'm a man inside a man inside a man inside a
woman all wanting to get out.

He changed his home address so often that I no
longer know where he is, or was.

His writing came only with lowercase letters not
for reasons of style but because he had refused to
fix the broken capitalization lever on his
typewriter.

It would be appropriate for us to discover, in the
final accounting, that beggars really are not
beggars, but saints.

The only races we should consider "over" are
those I've won.

After robbing a bank, she leaped into a waiting
car only to get hopelessly stuck in midday traffic.
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